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PREFACE. 


There are some monographs which deal with the 
position of Hindu women in particular periods of 
Indian history, but no work has as yet been written 
which reviews their position throughout the long 
history of Hindu civilisation. An attempt has there- 
fore been made in this book to describe the position 
of women in Hindu civilisation from prehistoric times 
to the present day, and to indicate the general lines on 
which the various problems that confront Hindu 
women (and therefore men also) should be tackled in 
order to get a fairly satisfactory solution. Every 
effort has been made to utilise all possible sources of 
information, — Yedic, epic, Jain, Buddhist, Smriti and 
classical Sanskrit literatures, sculptures and paintings, 
coins and inscriptions, narratives of foreign travellers, 
both ancient and medieval, accounts of European 
merchants and missionaries, Government blue books 
and reports, modern works on the feminist movement, 
both in the East and the West. Most of the above 
authorities have been consulted in the original. 

The opening chapter deals with the problems rela- 
ting to the childhood and education of women. Then 
follow two chapters (III and IV), which deal with the 
numerous complex problems connected with marriage 
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and married life. In the next two chapters (IV and 
V), the position of the widow in society has been con- 
sidered. The place of women in public life and reli- 
gion has been dealt with in chapters VI and VII. In 
chapters VIII and IX various questions connected with 
proprietary rights have been discussed. Fashions of 
dress, ornaments and coiffure are described in chapter 
X, and illustrated with six plates. Chapter XI deals 
with the general attitude of society towards women, 
both in normal and abnormal times and situations. 

Each chapter deals with the history and develop- 
ment of its topic from the earliest times to the present 
day, and then suggests at the conclusion the lines 
on which the present day problems connected with it 
should be solved. This method enables the reader to 
get a continuous and connected idea of the history of 
the particular topic or institution from age to age, and 
to realise the full na{ure and significance of the dif- 
ferent forces that were governing its general develop- 
ment or vicissitudes. The method, however, has one 
defect ; it does not enable the reader to have a complete 
and synthetic picture of the position of women in any 
particular age. The concluding chapter therefore 
takes a general review of the whole subject, and 
delineates in broad outlines the general position of 
women in its entirety in the different periods of Hindu 
civilisation, and discusses at full length the various 
causes that were responsible for the changes that 
were taking place from age to age. It is confidently 
hoped that the reader will find the subject treated 
in a very comprehensive manner. 
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A general knowledge of the position and status 
of women in the main civilisations of ancient and 
modem times, both in the East and the West, is neces- 
sary in order to get a proper perspective for the evalua- 
tion of Hindu culture with reference to its attitude 
towards women and their problems in the different 
periods of our history. Otherwise we would be too 
much prone to blame or praise. An effort has there- 
fore been made in this work to enlighten the reader 
about the position of women in some of the important 
countries and civilisations with reference to most of the 
topics discussed in the book. This will enable him 
to form a correct and comparative estimate about 
the achievements and limitations of our civilisation 
regarding the woman and her problems. 

The subject matter of the book bristles with 
controversial topics, and it is quite possible that 
some of my readers and reviewers may not agree with 
me in my conclusions. Some of them may think that 
I have been rather partial to ancient Hindu culture ; 
others may hold that I have been unnecessarily severe 
in exposing its defects. Some may feel that the 
remedies suggested are too drastic, others may opine 
that they do not go far enough. These differences of 
opinion are, however, inevitable. I would assure both 
the reader and the critic that it has been my constant 
endeavour to treat the subject as impartially as possi- 
ble. Limitations of our culture have not been passed 
over, nor its excellences magnified, nor vice versa. 
The historian can hold no brief either for the past 
or for the present, either for the East or for the West. 
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The book is mainly a research work, which docu- 
ments every important statement it makes, and seeks 
to throw fresh light on many important and obscure 
points connected with the topics of enquiry. The 
subject matter has, however, been presented in a manner 
calculated to be attractive and intelligible to the 
general reader as well. Every effort has been made 
not to mar the general flow of the narrative by the 
introduction and discussion of original passages, or of 
obscure and unimportant topics. These have been 
all relegated to footnotes, where the scholar and the 
more serious reader may study them at leisure. 
It is therefore hoped that the book will interest both 
the scholar and the general reader. For the help of 
the latter, dates of important events and works have 
also been supplied in brackets at many places. 

I am grateful to Dr. S. K. Belvalkar and Principal 
K: Y. Rangaswami Aiyangar for carefully going 
through the typescript and making a number of 
valuable suggestions. I am obliged to R. B, K. N. 
Dikshit., M. A., the Director General of Archaeology in 
India, for giving permission to reproduce the photo- 
graphs of the sculptures utilised for the plates in this 
work. I am indebted to my wife Sau. Satyabhamabai 
for offering me valuable assistance in analysing the 
data of sculptures and paintings for the purpose of 
determining the fashions in dress and ornaments. 

Benares Hindu University, A. S. ALTEKAR. 

15 - 7 - 1938 . 
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2 CHILDHOOD AND EDUCATION [ CH. 

of sympathy that is developed in a community can 
very well be tested by the treatment it metes out to 
the widow. The genuineness of its appreciation of 
the value of education can be ascertained by finding 
out whether its benefits were extended to the fair 
sex. The progress in fine arts like music and dancing 
depends a good deal on the facilities given to 
women for specialising in them. A study of their 
dress and ornaments gives us an idea of the wealth of 
a community and enables us to obtain a glimpse of its 
progress in trade, mining and metallurgy and the skill 
in inlaying, tailoring and embroidery. 

The degree of freedom given to women to move 
about in society and to take part in its public life 
gives a good idea of the nature of its administration 
and enables us to know how far it had realised the 
difficult truth that women too have a contribution of 
their own to make to its development and progress. 
How far a religion stands for justice and fairplay and 
how far it has succeeded in exploding prejudices and 
shibboleths of a primitive age can be seen from the 
position it assigns to women in its ritual and theology. 
The nature of its philosophy can well be ascertained 
from the observations of its philosophers about the 
nature and worth of the fair sex. 

The history of the position and status of women 
. is therefore of vital importance to the student of Hindu 
civilisation. The subject is a very wide and compre- 
hensive one, for we shall have to ascertain not only 
the general estimate formed about women in the 
different periods of our long history, but its actual 
effects also upon the diverse spheres of their activities 
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during the different stages of their life. The best way 
to begin our enquiry is to study the condition of women 
during their childhood and to find out the general 
arrangement made about their training and education. 
This will at once disclose to us the concern of society 
for women and the steps it was taking for properly 
starting them in life. 

The history of Hindu civilisation can be taken 
back to prehistoric times. The data for some of the 
subsequent centuries are still incomplete and unsatis- 
factory ; nevertheless we can trace its development 
through the subsequent periods with a fair amount 
of confidence and reliability. We shall, therefore, 
begin our narrative in each chapter with the pre-Vedic 
period and bring it down to the present age, and 
conclude by indicating the lines on which further 
development should take place in future in view of 
the tendencies shown in the past. # 

In ancient times almost in all patriarchal societies 
the birth of a girl was an unwelcome event. Almost 
everywhere the son was valued more than the daughter. 
He was a permanent economic asset of the family. 
He lived with his aged parents and did not migrate like 
the daughter to another family after the marriage. He 
perpetuated the name of his father’s family. As he 
grew into adolescence and youth, he could offer valu- 
able co-operation to his family, when it had either to 
defend itself or to attack an enemy. The daughter, 
on the other hand, had no fighting value whatever. 
It is no doubt true that women have potential military 
value : by giving birth to sons they contribute in- 
directly to the fighting strength and efficiency of their 
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community. The primitive man, however, could 
not take a long view of the situation. He therefore 
hardly ever welcomed the advent of a daughter. In 
actual fighting, he found the woman a handicap rather 
than a help. Sometimes he abandoned her after 
her birth ; sometimes he even killed her. Details of 
these unfortunate practices can be gathered from 
standard works on sociology like Westermarek’s 
History of Human Marriage. 

The available evidence shows that in India too 
in early times the daughter was not as welcome as the 
son. The latter was preferred to the former even in 
the Indo-Iranian age 1 . The same was the case in the 
Yedic period. The Atharvaveda contains charms 
and rituals to ensure the birth of a son in preference 
to that of a daughter (III, 23 ; VI, 11). The latter’s 
birth, however, was not a source of consternation to 
the family in the Vedic arid Upanishadic ages. Nay, 
we find one of the early Upanishads recommending a 
certain ritual to a householder for ensuring the birth 
of a scholarly daughter (Brih. Up., VI, 4, 27). It is 
true that this ritual did not become as popular as the 
Pumsavana one, prescribed for procuring the birth of 
a son ; but it clearly shows that cultured parents were 
often as anxious for daughters as they were for sons. 
Some thinkers have even pointed out that a talented 
and well behaved daughter may be better than a son 
(Sam. Nik., Ill, 2, 6). In cultured circles such a 
daughter was regarded as the pride of the family 2 . In 
lower sections of society where the custom of the bride- 

1 Geiger, Civilisation of the Eastern Iranians, pp. 53-4. 

2 Jtwfcf t Kumdrasambhava.' VI, 68. 
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price prevailed, the birth of a daughter must have been 
a welcome event ; we have, however, no literature 
preserved reflecting their views. 

The reasons why daughters were relatively less 
unpopular in ancient India during the early centuries 
are not. difficult to understand. They could be ini- 
tiated in Vedic studies and were entitled to offer 
sacrifices to gods ; the son was not absolutely necessary 
for this purpose. The marriage of the daughter was 
not a difficult problem ; it was often solved by the 
daughter herself. The dread of a possible widowhood 
did not very much weigh upon the mind of parents ; 
for, as will be shown later, remarriage was allowed by 
society and was fairly common. 

As time passed on, the above circumstances 
gradually changed. The importance of ancestor- 
worship increased and sons alone were regarded as 
eligible for offering oblations to the manes ; daughters 
could not perform this very important religious duty. 
Child marriages came into vogue from about the 
beginning of the Christian era, and soon thereafter 
both levirate ( niyoga ) and widow remarriage were 
prohibited. Inter-caste marriages began to be dis- 
approved by society ; and there came into existence 
hundreds of sub-castes all insisting upon mutual 
exogamy. The field of choice for the selection of a 
suitable son-in-law thus became very narrow, in- 
tensifying thereby the anxiety of the daughter’s 
father about the selection of a proper bridegroom. 
If a cruel fate inflicted widowhood upon the dau- 
ghter, the calamity would break the parents’ heart. 
Remarriage being no longer possible, parents had to 
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bear the heart-rending pain of seeing their daughter 
wasting herself in an interminable widowhood. The 
growing prevalence of the Sat! custom from about the 
5th century a. d. added to the poignancy of the grief ; 
parents had often to pass through the terrible ordeal 
of seeing their daughters burning themselves alive 
on the furieral pyres of their husbands. To become 
a daughter’s parent thus became a source of endless 
worry and misery. 

As a natural consequence of the above circum- 
stances, in the literature belonging to the later periods 
of Hindu civilisation passages about the undesirability 
of the birth of daughters become more numerous. 
In the Bralimana literature there is a solitary passage 
observing that while the son is the hope of the family, 
the daughter is a source of trouble to it 1 . A similar 
idea occurs in the Mahabharata also 2 . The I fat nay ana 
tells us that when $rta came of age and her marriage 
had to be arranged, her father’s anxiety became as 
intense as that of a poor man who suddenly loses all 
his little money. The epic goes on to observe that a 
daughter’s father, even if occupying a position as ex- 
alted as that of the king of gods, has to put up with 
insults not only from his equals but also from his 
inferiors 3 . Even when he succeeds in making a very 

1 mm 5 sum frq<jf |%it i 

A. Hr., VII, 13 . 

,«n?m gm mat § ff$m mnw i I, its, io. 

3 qfadahTgssvr gift gsjgi § it fam 1 
femusTTfamerc: 11 
snggrTf cans* gjjmfqmsiHra i 

wmwHCTtfh spfrmfa mft 11 II. nsi, 35 - 6 . 
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good selection of the son-in-law, his anxiety does not 
terminate ; he has to wait anxiously to find out whe- 
ther the marriage will eventually be a happy one 1 . 
Upder these circumstances it was but natural that an 
11th century writer should have observed that there 
is a world of difference between the son and the 
daughter; the former is bliss ‘itself incarnate, the 
latter is the root of misery 2 . 

It will be thus seen that if there are passages in 
later literature showing that the birth of a daughter 
was unwelcome, the reason was not so much the hatred 
of her sex as the all-engrossing anxiety to see that she 
was well placed in life and enabled to lead it in comfort 
and happiness. It has further to be pointed out that 
the prevailing view that the daughter is less desirable 
than the son, though popular, was not accepted by all 
social thinkers. There were some among them who 
realised that it was causing gfeat harm to society 
and felt that it ought to be counteracted. They there- 
fore championed the daughter’s cause and pointed 
out that parricides have been a monopoly of the male 
sex ; no father is ever known to have been killed bv a 

t 

daughter either to history or to legend. There are 
cases on record where daughters like Kunti 3 and 

1 g^ftfcT 3TTrTT I 

9r5TT pi sru^fa *ri *r ^ srer* u 

Pancliatantra . Mitrabheda , 5. 

2 W f? flPRWFp: I Kss., 28, 6. 

ft Kuntl’s father, King Kuntibhoja, had become very nervous 
when the angry sage Durvdsas came to stay with him as his guest ; 
Kunti, however, undertook the onerous responsibility of attend- 
ing upon the guest and keeping him in good humour. She performed 
her task with remarkable success. Mbh , III, 304. 
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Lopamudra, 1 have saved their parents from dire 
calamities. In marriage it. is the daughter, and not 
the son, who enables the father to get the great merit 
of prithvi-dana or the gift of the earth. She is thus 
really better than the son. One should not be, there- 
fore, elated by the birth of a son and depressed by the 
advent of a daughter ( Kathasaritsagara , 28, 47 ff.). 
There can be no doubt, that these arguments were 
definitely advanced to counteract, the harm that was 
done by the prevailing tendency t o deprecate the birth 
of a daughter. Owing, however, to the circumstances 
above described, they did not carry the day. 

It must be, however, added that the feeling of 
dejection and dissatisfaction at the birth of a daughter 
was a fleeting one ; it did not lead to female in- 
fanticide in ancient India. There are no references 
to this evil custom in the Vedic, epic or classical litera- 
ture. Weber had wrongly concluded that a passage 
in the Yajurveda referred to the custom of the ex- 
posure of new-born daughters. It is, however, now 
generally admitted by Indian and European scholars 
that Weber’s interpretation of the passage in question 
is wrong. It will appear from the passage and its 
translation given below 2 that it merely refers to 

1 In order to save the family from the ire of Agastya, Lopii- 
mudra consented to marry the sage, fully concious of her ability to 
persuade him in course of time to lead the normal life of royal 
comfort. Ibid, III, 59. 

2 cf -. i qTT i i 

srrat s c g u f q i t.s.. vi, s, io ; M.S., iv, 6, 4. 

“They go to the final bath ; they deposit pots (called sthlni , 
the word being feminine in gender), but lift up vessels for Vayu 
(called graha, the word being masculine in gender) ; therefore they 
keep a daughter by the side at birth, a son they lift up.” 
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the traditional habit of Hindu midwives of keeping 
the child aside on the ground if it was a daughter, and 
of lifting it up in joy if it was a son. The passage 
has no reference to the abandonment of unwanted 
daughters. How a mistake in translation sometimes 
gives rise to an unfounded theory would become 
clear from the present instance. 

If female infanticide had at all been practised, it 
must have been confined to a very small section of 
society. If the evil had been fairly common, Smriti 
writers would certainly have denounced it very vehe- 
mently. When we note how eloquent they grow in 
condemning the conduct of a father who would sell 
his daughter in marriage, we cannot but conclude 
that they would have consigned to the most dreadful 
hell those parents who were guilty of exposing their 
daughters at. birth, because they were unwelcome. 
Smriti writers regard the destruction of an embryo 
as the most heinous crime : the murder of a child bom 
alive could not have escaped their thundering 
denunciation. 

The custom of infanticide of girls crept into some 
sections of Hindu society during the medieval period. 
We have seen above that at this time the daughter 
was regarded as the root of all misery and the 
source of unending trouble by the average householder. 
The temptation to do away with her became too 
irresistible in some uncultured sections of society. 
The female infanticide, however, never obtained 
a footing in cultured families. At the advent of the 
British rule the custom seems to have prevailed td a 
slight extent in some lower sections of society, but 
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its extent has been very much exaggerated due to the 
prejudiced, if not malicious, reports of some foreign 
writers. That the evil was confined to a microscopic 
minority in society will become abundantly clear 
when we note that at each of the last five censuses 
the females between the age period 1-5 have exceeded 
the males of the same age. This will become clear 
from the following table : - 

Age distribution of 10,000 of each sex in India : 


Year 

No. of boys 
under 5 

No. of girls 
under 5 

1981 

1458 

1005 

1921 

1202 

1300 

1911 

1327 

1433 

1901 

1254 

1339 

1891 

1409 

1527 


Statistics therefore comincingly domonstiate that 
even fifty years ago the infanticide of girls must 
have been a very rare practice ; it lias since comple- 
tely disappeared. 

Let us now resume the story of the fortune of 
the daughter in ancient India. We have already seen 
how the passages, showing that the birth of a daughter 
was an unwelcome event, were a natural result of the 
greater anxiety which the parents felt for her well- 
being and happiness. Once the temporary feeling of 
disappointment was over, the family took as keen an 
interest in the daughter as it did in the son. On 
his return from a journey the father used to recite a 
prayer ( mantra ) for the welfare of his daughter just 
with the same solicitude as he did for the happiness 
of his son (Ap. G. 8., XV, 12-3). Stories in Sanskrit 
dramas and novels show that daughters received from 
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their parents and other relations the same affectionate 
treatment as sons. Nay, some of them like Devayan! 
were too much fondled and became spoilt children. 
Goddess of Fortune was regarded as residing in the 
person of the unmarried daughter 1 ; so she, and not the 
unmarried boy, was regarded as an object of good 
omen. Unmarried girls were, therefore, among the 
persons selected to receive llama on his return to 
AyodhyS from his long exile and to offer him the 
coronation ablution ( abhisheka ). It is interesting to 
note that Kama receives this important religious bath 
first at the hands of unmarried girls, and then of his 
trusted generals and ministers (Kamayana, VI, 188, 
38 and 61). 

To impart education to children and to help them 
in settling in life are the two main duties of parents. 
Both of them were well discharged with reference to 
daughters for several centuries id ancient India. Let 
ns first consider the case of education. 

Down to about the 3rd century b. c. girls could 
remain unmarried till the age of 16 ; this will be shown 
in the next chapter. The period before marriage w r as 
utilised for imparting education to them. Down to 
the beginning of the Christian era upanayana or the 
ceremonial initiation into Vedic studies was as com- 
mon in the case of girls as it was in the case of boys ; 
this will be shown in Chapter VII. The initiation cere- 
mony was followed by a period of discipline and edu- 
cation which was regarded as very essential to secure 
a suitable match. The Atharvaveda observes that 

1 factf wwt: I Mbh., XIII, 11, 14 (B. 

See also Vishnusmriti, 9!), 14. 
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a maiden can succeed in her marriage only if she 
has been properly trained during the period of 
studentship (brahmacharya) 1 . That women are, like 
$udras, ineligible for Vedic studies is the view of a 
later age ; in prehistoric times lady poets themselves 
were composing hymns, some of which were destined 
to be included even in the Vedic Samhitas. According 
to the orthodox tradition itself, as recorded in the 
Sarvanukramanika, there are as many as twenty women 
among the ‘ seers ’ or authors of the Rigveda. This 
tradition, however, is partly unreliable, but internal 
evidence shows that Lopamudra, Vi^vavara, Sikata 
NivavarT and Ghosh a are undoubtedly the authors of 
the Rigveda 1.179, V. 28, VIII. 91, IX. 81.11-20, and 
X. 39, and 40 respectively. The authors of X. 145 and 
159 are undoubtedly ladies, though it may be doubted 
whether their real names were Indram and facin' as 
recorded by tradition. Among the authors and 
scholars to whose memory a daily tribute of respect 
is enjoined to be paid at the time of brahmayajna, a 
few ladies also are seen to figure ; they are Sulabha 
Maitreyl, Vadava Prachiteyi, and GargI Vachaknavi 
(A£. G. S., Ill, 4, 4). These ladies must have made 
real contributions to the advance of scholarship, other- 
wise their names would not have been recommended 
for daily remembrance by posterity for all time to 
come. It is a great pity that we should know 
nothing about these lady scholars except their 
names ; their works have been all lost, probably 
for ever. 


l 


U3TFT faRR* <rf?HT I XI, 5, 18. 
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Women students were divided into two classes, 
Brahmavadinls and Sadyodvahas. The former were 
lifelong students of theology and philosophy ; the latter 
used to prosecute their studies till their marriage at 
the* age of 15 or 16. During the eight or nine 
years that were thus available to them for study, 
they used to learn by heart the Vedic hymns pre- 
scribed for the daily and periodical prayers and for 
those rituals and sacraments in which they had to 
take an active part after their marriage. There is 
ample evidence to show that, like men, women also 
used to offer regularly their Vedic prayers both morn- 
ing and evening. Dor instauce, in more than one 
place in the Bamayaua Sit a is described as offering 
her daily Vedic prayers 1 . When writing came into 
general vogue, girls were initiated into the three B’s 
as a matter of course. 

Brahmavadinls used to aim .at a very high ex- 
cellence in scholarship. Down to about the 4th cen- 
tury b. c. Vedic and philosophical studies attracted 
the main attention of society. We therefore find 
ladies also naturally cultivating these subjects with 
great devotion and enthusiasm. Besides studying 
the Vedas, many of them used to specialise in Purvaml- 
mansa, which discussed the diverse problems connect- 
ed with Vedic sacrifices. This science is a very dry 
and difficult one, perhaps even more abstruse than 
mathematics; but still a very large number of ladies 
used to take deep interest in it. A theologian named 
Ka&ikritsna had composed a, work on Mfmansa called 

sprowt srsfoft u v, 15, 48. 
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Ka^akritsni ; lady scholars, who used to specialise in' 
it, were designated as Kasakritsnas (. Mahabhashya , 
IY, 1, 14 ; B, 155). If lady scholars in such a tech- 
nical branch of study were so numerous as to neces- 
sitate the coining of a special term to designate thdm, 
is it not reasonable to conclude that the number of 
women, who used to receive general cultural education, 
must have been fairly large ? 

When the reaction against the Vedic sacrificial 
religion gave a stimulus to philosophical speculations 
at about 800 b. c., lady scholars did not lag behind 
in taking an active interest in the new movement. 
Yajnavalkya’s wife Maitrey! belonged to this class. 
She was more interested in finding out the way to 
immortality than in setting new fashions in dress and 
ornaments 1 . In the philosophical tournament held 
under the auspices of king .Tanaka of Videha, the sub- 
tlest philosophical questions were initiated for dis- 
cussion by the lady philosopher Gargf, who had the 
honour to be the spokesman of the distinguished 
philosophers at the court. She launched her attack 
on Yajnavalkya, the newly arrived philosopher, with 
an admirable coolness and confidence. ‘Just as an ex- 
perienced archer,’ says she, ‘would get ready to attack 
his enemy with two piercing arrows kept at hand, so I 
assail you with two test questions. Answer them if 
you can.’ The topics of her enquiry were so abstruse 
and esoteric in character, that Yajnavalkya declined 
to discuss them in public. The searching cross- 
examination of Yajnavalkya by Gargi shows that she 

1 fa frT («faSTW%?TTfa farfc) I 

Br. Up., fl, 4. 
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was a dialectician and philosopher of a high order 
( Br . Up., Ill, 6 and 8). Atrevi was another lady 
student of Vedanta ; she was reading under the sages 
Valmlki and Agastya. Some of these lady philoso- 
phers used to remain unmarried throughout the life 
in order to carry on their spiritual experiments un- 
hampered. This tradition was continued later in the 
Buddhist and Jain circles as well. Among the Bud- 
dhist nuns, whose songs are included in the Thengatha, 
the majority consists of maidens, who, though born 
with a silver spoon, had denied to themselves the 
pleasures of matrimony in order to realise the bliss 
of salvation {nirvana). The Jain tradition has pre- 
served the memory of Jayanti, a daughter of king 
Sahasranlka of Kausambl, who remained unmarried 
out of her love for religion and philosophy. When 
Maliavlra first visited Kausambl, she discussed 
with him several abstruse metaphysical questions 
and eventually became a nun 1 . 

Many educated women used to follow teaching 
career either out of love or out of necessity. Sanskrit 
language found it necessary to coin a special word in 
order to distinguish them from wives of teachers. The 
latter, who were not necessarily scholars, were called 
Upadhyayams, but women who were themselves 
teachers, were called Upndhyayas. Women teachers 
must have been fairly numerous in society; otherwise 
a new term would not have been coined to designate 
them. It may be pointed out that the tradition 
of lady scholars is known to Puranas as well ; the 
Bhagavata, for instance, refers to two daughters of 

1 Bkagavatisutra, Gujarati edition, Vol. Ill, p. 257. 
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D&kshSyana as experts in theology and philosophy 
(IV, 1, 64). 

The modem reader, on being told that female 
education was fairly widespread, will naturally en- 
quire whether there was a system of co-education," or 
whether lady students were taught separately. The 
historian has to confess that in the present state of 
our knowledge this question is difficult to answer. 
In the Vedic age education was mostly centred in the 
family ; brothers, sisters and cousins probably studied 
together under the family elders. Subsequently, when 
specialisation became the order of the day, students 
had to leave their homes and often go to distant places 
to study under celebrated teachers. When there 
were competent lady teachers ( dcharyaa ) available, 
parents must have naturally preferred to send their 
daughters to read under them. But the number of 
these could not have been very large. In technical 
subjects like theology, philosophy and medicine most 
of the experts were usually males, and advanced 
lady students used to go to them for their studies. 
This is clear from the example of A trey i in the Uttara- 
rdmacharita, who was reading under Valmild along 
with Lava and Ku6a, the sons of Rama. It would 
seem that co-education in higher studies was not un- 
known even in the 8th century a. d., for Bhavabhuti 
in his Mdlatlmadkava represents Kamandald as being 
educated along with Bhurivasu and Devarata 1 . 
Usually, however, ordinary girls who did not go in for 

1 wfu * %f?*r srt fin a nrafargw 

i Act l. 
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higher education were educated in their own families 
by their fathers, uncles or brothers or by local lady 
teachers. It has to be remembered that, down to the 
4th century a. d., there were no public schools even 
for *boys. Writers like Harita lay down that girls 
should be usually taught at home by their male rela- 
tions 1 . They probably refer to the practice of about 
the 5th century b. c. We should not forget that 
higher female education was generally confined to 
cultured and well-to-do families. 

Grown up and educated girls naturally played an 
important part in the management of their parents’ 
households. The important duty of receiving guests 
and looking after their comforts was usually entrusted 
to them. This work solely devolved upon them when 
their parents were out of station. We find £akuntala 
and KuntI discharging this function in their fathers’ 
households before their marriage*. The latter was 
quite an adept in this task ; she could extort admira- 
tion even from such a notoriously irascible, guest as 
Durvasas, who, being pleased with her attention and 
devotion, gave her a valuable boon unasked. 

Our sources enable us to have only a glimpse 
of the recreations of girls during the Yedic and epic 
periods. Music and dancing formed the principal 
indoor games. Public and dramatic concerts were 
often organised and girls used to go out to see them 
along with their elders or lovers 2 . In fashionable circles 

1 Isfasn: fosrut i vgraifcft- 

flutin' i 

Quoted in VMS, p. 402. 

2 Kamasutra, III, 1. 

2 [w.H.O.] 



18 CHILDHOOD ANI EDUCATION [ CH. 

game with the ball (kandukakrlda) seems to have been 
the chief out-door physical exercise. $ant§, and Kunti 
are, for instance, represented as spending their leisure 
hours in this game in the Mahabharata (V, 98, 63 ; 
III, 112, 16). Players can so regulate this game as 
to have just the amount of exercise they want. The 
R&mayana represents girls as going in the evening to 
gardens for playing and talking with their friends 
(11, 67, 13) ; but this was probably possible only in 
towns and cities. We have some references to 
girls going out to swim as well ( Kdmasutra , III, 4) ; 
it is not, however, easy to say what percentage of 
girls knew this very useful art. Girls used to play 
a number of courtyard games like ‘ hide and seek ’ and 
‘ run and catch,’ which are graphically described 
in the Kdmasutra (III, 3). These gave very good 
physical exercise to the players and were well calculated 
to help their general development and give a suppleness 
to their limbs. Though not very often mentioned in 
literature, these games have been very popular with all 
classes of society since very early times. They were, 
however, played usually before the marriage. 

The cause of women’s education suffered a good 
deal after about 300 b.c. on account of the new fashion 
of child marriage that then began to come into vogue. 
It will be shown in the next chapter how on account 
of a number of causes the marriageable age of girls 
began to be gradually lowered in successive centuries. 
By the beginning of the Christian era pre-puberty 
marriages became the ‘order of the day. Naturally 
this meant a serious handicap to advanced studies, 
which could not be obviously finished before the age 
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of 12 or 18, which was the new marriageable age. Even 
the Initiation ritual (upanayana sarhskara ) , so neces- 
sary for endowing women with the proper Aryan status, 
was first reduced to a mere formality and then dropped 
out altogether 1 . This put an end to their Vedic edu- 
, cation. They became unable to recite even the hymns 
of daily prayer. It is no wonder that they should 
have lost the status of the regenerate classes ( dvijas ); 
like the ^udras they were in course of time naturally 
regarded as unfit for reciting or even hearing Vedic 
prayers. By about the 8th or 9th century a. d. 
the marriageable age of girls was further lowered to 
9 or 10 ; this gave practically a death-blow to any 
education worth the name. No doubt two or three 
years were still available , when some primary edu- 
cation could have been imparted, but both the girls 
and their guardians used to devote their attention 
during this period more to the problem of marriage 
than to that of education. 

During the first millennium of the Christian era 
there undoubtedly flourished in Hindu society a few 
famous lady scholars and poetesses. Among the 
authors from whose works selections have been made 
by Hala in his anthology of Mahftrashtr! poems ( Gatha - 
saptaSatl), there are seven poetesses, their names being 
Reva, Roha, Madhavi, Anulakshmi, Pahai, Vaddha- 
vahi, and $a6iprabh5. Some Sanskrit anthologies 
also have preserved the memory of a few distinguished 
poetesses, who appear to have composed poetry of a 
really high order. $ilabhattarik5, we learn, was 


1 Bee Chap. VII for detailed evidence in this connection. 
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famous for her easy and graceful style, noted for a 
harmonious synthesis of sense and sound. Devi was 
a well-known poetess of Gujarat, who continued to 
enchant her readers on earth even when she had herself 
gone to heaven. Vijayanka’s fame was second only 
to that of Kalidasa. She seems to have attained a , 
really high position among Sanskrit writers, for a 
distinguished critic and poet like Raj asekhara compares 
her to goddess Sarasvati herself. Nature was not 
very kind to this gifted lady because it had chosen to 
give her a blue-black complexion. Rajasekhara boldly 
declares that even masters of Sanskrit verse were 
clearly in the wrong when they declared that Saras- 
vati, the goddess of learning, was all fair in comple- 
xion. For in that case, how could poetess Vijayanka, 
the incarnation of that goddess, have had a comple- 
xion resembling the blue, rather than the white lotus 1 ? 
This is of course all to play of poetic fancy, but it proves 
beyond all doubt that Vijayanka. was a celebrated 
poetess. Rajasekhara’s wife, a Kshatriya by caste, 
was a good literary critic and poetess. The recently 
published drama Kaumudlmahotsava, whose central 
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theme is an important political revolution at Patali- 
putra, has proceeded from the pen of a lady courtier ; 
it shows that cultured ladies used to take a good deal 
of interest in the complications of contemporary his- 
tory and politics. The umpire in the fateful contro- 
versy between $ahkar5charya and Mandanamis'ra was 
the latter’s wife 1 . Obviously she must have been very 
well grounded in literature, philosophy and theology; 
otherwise she would not have been accepted as the 
sole judge in this momentous controversy. Some 
women were attracted by medical studies also ; the 
majority of these, like our lady doctors to-day, spe- 
cialised in women’s diseases. A treatise on this subject 
written by a lady doctor, whose name appears as Kusa 
in the Arabic garb, was translated in the eighth cen- 
tury a. d. into Arabic at the order of Khalifa Harun 2 . 
Obviously the most authoritative works on the sub- 
ject seem to have been written by lady doctors. 

Unfortunately we do not know anything about 
the status and family circumstances of the above, lady 
poets, philosophers and doctors. Very probably 
some of them belonged to rich and cultured families, 
which could make special arrangements for girls’ 
education even after their marriage, and some to 
Kshatriya circles, where the custom of child marriage 
did not take root for a long time even after it had be- 
come well established in the rest of society. In the 
9th century a. d., higher education of women was 
confined to royal, official, rich and well-to-do families, 

1 finirc vrufr fafcff win fadfanf gtftar u 

Sahkaradigvijaya , VIII. 51. 

? Nadvi, Arab aur Bharat ke Sambandha, p. 122. 
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and to the class of dancing girls 1 . It may be point- 
ed out that most of the heroines of Sanskrit dramas 
written in this period, who are represented as fairly 
educated, belong to the classes mentioned above. ^ 

Cultured and rich families are naturally few in 
society. They had sufficient resources to enable them 
to employ special teachers like Brihannada, GanadSsa 
and Haradatta for their daughters’ education. Or- 
dinary families, however, could not afford to do this 
and their daughters, who had to be married at this 
time at about the age of 10 or 11, could therefore 
hardly receive any education. Asahaya, a com- 
mentator on Naradasmriti who flourished in the 
8th century a. d, justifies the theory of the tutelage 
of women on the ground that their intellect is not 
developed like that of men on account of their not 
having the benefit of proper training and education 2 . 
This observation lftakes it clear that education had 
become fairly rare among women in general in the 
8th century a. d. It is hazardous to make any state- 
ment about the exact extent of literacy among women 
at about 1000 a. d., for we have no data like modern 
census reports to guide us. Literacy among men at 
this time was about 80 per cent. 3 ; that among women 
could not have very probably been more than 10 per 
cent. 

Kavyamimansd, p. 58. 

I On N&radasntiiti , X 80 . 

3 Altekar, Education in Ancient India , pp. 218-4. 
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The cultivation of fine arts like music, dancing 
and painting was encouraged in the case of girls since 
very early times. Musical recitation of the S3ma 
hymns was originally the special function of ladies 1 . 
It fs clear that they must be specialising in music in 
the early Yedic period ; otherwise this important duty 
would not have been assigned to them. Some legends 
in the Yedic literature make caustic references to 
women’s partiality to music. Once Devas and Asuras 
both wanted to win over the Goddess of Speech ; gods 
succeeded in their, effort because they were clever 
enough to realise that the best way to achieve their 
object was to sing and dance before her. The author 
of the legend cannot resist the temptation of observing 
that women can be easily won over by one who sings 
melodiously and dances gracefully before them ( S . Br., 
Ill, 2, 4, 6). 

In the post- Yedic period also society went on 
encouraging music and dancing in the case of girls. 
Among the arts which ladies in cultured families were 
expected to cultivate, the Kaviasiitra assigns the most 
prominent place to dancing and music, both vocal and 
instrumental (1,3,16). Otherarts which they were recom- 
mended to master were painting, gardening, garland- 
making, toy-making, house decorations etc. (Ibid, 
1, 3, 1). Heroines of Sanskrit dramas, written during 
the first millennium of the Christian era, are 
well versed in most of these arts. Not infrequently, 
maidens used to give a dance in the court before a 

1 qw'Nsif* $ fts* jpffirT m <oiKirc: i 

S. Br., XIV, 8, 1, 85. 
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select audience without incurring thereby any social 

opprobrium 1 . The dance teacher was a regular 
officer in the royal court. It is clear that higher 
sections of society used to take all possible care to 
develop the aesthetic sense of girls. 

Girls in ruling families used to receive some mili- 
tary and administrative training also. If such were 
not the case dowager queens like Nayanika of the 
Satavahana dynasty (2nd century b. c.), Prabhavatl 
Gupta of the Yakataka family (4th century a. d.), 
Vijayabhattarika of the Chalukya house (7th century 
a. d.) and Sugandha and DiddS, of Kashmir (10th 
century a. d.) could not have successfully adminis- 
tered extensive kingdoms during the minority of their 
sons. It will be shown in chapter VI that in the 
Chalukya administration (c. 980-1160 a. d.), queen 
governors and officers were quite common. The due 
discharge of these administrative duties presupposed 
a good training on proper lines. In ordinary Ksha- 
triya families ladies used to receive a fairly good 
amount of military training. Lady guards of kings, 
referred to in dramas, belonged to this class ; they were 
usually experts in the use of the bow and the sword. 
South Indian inscriptions of the medieval period dis- 
close the existence of many Kshatriya ladies defending 
their hearths and homes in times of danger. Ladies 
from Karnatak seem to have led the way in this 
matter. A heroine from Mysore is known to have died 
in a village affray at Siddhanhalli in 1041 a. d. In 


1 Stenzler, Ooean oj Stories , IX, p. xiv. 
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1264 a. d. another Karnatak heroine was honoured 
by the government of the day with the reward of a 
nose jewel in recognition of her bravery in over- 
powering a dacoit. A Nilgund inscription records a 
military expedition led by a feudatory queen. In 
1446 a Mysore heroine died in Shikoga Taluka fighting 
to avenge the murder of her father 1 . 

It is quite well known that Rajput princesses 
were adepts in the use of the sword and the spear. 
They could lead the armies and direct the government 
in the hour of need. Kurmadevi, a queen of kin g 
Samarasi, took over the administration of her king- 
dom on her husband’s death and repulsed the attacks 
of Kutub-ud-Din. Javahirdevi, a queen of king Sariga, 
died fighting at the head of her army, while defending 
•Chitor after her husband’s death. Rajput history is 
full of such instances and they need not be all enu- 
merated here. 

This tradition of giving military training to girls 
continued in the Maratha royal families, which were 
ruling over a considerable part of India during the 17th 
and 18th centuries. Rani Bhimabaf, the daughter of 
Yeshwantrao Holkar, told Sir John Malcolm that it 
was an incumbent duty on a Maratha princess to lead 
her troops in person when there was no husband 
or son to do so. Tarabal, the founder of Kolhapur 
state, used to lead her army and direct her govern- 
ment. The example of queen Lakshmibai of Jhansi, 
who excited the admiration even of her opponents 
by her remarkable bravery *uid sound generalship, 

1 See S. 1. E. R. t for 1921, No. 73 ; E. C., I, No. 75 

4. S. IE, for 1928-9, p. 117, E.C. Vol. VII, Shikarpur No. 2. 
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is well known. The late princess Kamalaba! Scindia, 
the sister of the present Maharaja of Gwalior, was an 
adept in all military excercises. Her father was but 
carrying out the old Maratha tradition when he laid 
down detailed directions in his will in this connectfon. 

Could women become economically independent 
as a result of their training ? Those who followed the 
medical or the teaching line could of course become 
economically self-sufficient. The same was the case 
with singers and dancers. For ordinary women spin- 
ning and weaving afforded a good opening in times of 
difficulty. This was a very important and prosperous 
industry in India down to 1850 a. d. It was organised 
and conducted mainly as a cottage industry, and so 
it afforded good scope to women in financial dis- 
tress. In early Buddhist literature ( c. 800 b. c. ), 
we come across ladies assuring their dying husbands 
that they need not* worry about the financial future 
of their families 1 ; for they could earn the necessary 
income by spinning and weaving cotton and woollen 
yarn and piece-goods. The ArthaSastra of Kautilya 
lays down that the state should provide special 
facilities to destitute women to enable them to earn 
a living by spinning 2 . From medieval commentators 
we learn that spinning continued to be the mainstay 
of poor widows at that time as well 3 . It may be 

1 *0*13 tffcTH 

I Ang. M., Ill, p. 298. 

1 srHuafinrcnr 5 *N>t: st vkh h finjpjr 

an i Arthasdstra , II, 28 . 
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pointed out that cloth was much costlier in ancient 
and medieval India than what it is to-day ; Indian 
fabrics were besides in great demand throughout the 
three continents down to the beginning of the last 
century 1 . Women in distress, who resorted to spinn- 
ing as a means of maintenance, had therefore ample 
scope for work and got fair wages. 

Let us now survey the state of female education 
during the last 700 years. During the Muslim rule 
the percentage of literacy among Hindu women went 
further down with a great rapidity. Rich and cul- 
tured families were as a rule ruined by the new political 
revolution ; they were no longer in a position to make 
special arrangements for the education of tlieir daught- 
ers. Some new Hindu families also no doubt rose to 
eminence with the rise of Islam, but their number was 
generally small and they did not, as a rule, possess 
sufficient culture to induce them*to take active steps 
for the fostering of education among the girls of their 
households. The daughters in Rajput and' Nair 
families could read and write ; the same was the case 
with Jain nuns, who were generally in a position to 
read their own scriptures. These, however, were ex- 
ceptional cases. Ordinarily only prostitutes and danc- 
ing girls could read and write. The decline of literacy 
among women was so marked and rapid that by the 
beginning of the 10th century hardly one woman in 
a hundred could read in Madras and Malva. In the 
former province iu 1826 a. d. only 1,023 girls were 
attending schools as against 1,57,664 boys. Accord- 

1 Moreland, India at the Death of Akbar , p. 179* 
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ing to the then population of the presidency the per- 
centage 1 of girls receiving some kind of education was 
only It may, therefore, be stated that, at the advent 
of the British rule female education had practically 
disappeared from Hindu community. Nay, it was 
regarded as a source of moral danger, if not as an 
actual vice, since only dancing girls could normally 
read and write. In their families the old tradition to 
teach reading and writing to the new generation 
was continued. 

The cultivation of the line arts also declined during 
this period. Music teachers were usually men not very 
famous for high character, and Hindu families were not 
rich enough to engage them. By the beginning of the 
19th century singing, dancing and writing were re- 
garded as achievements fit only for the class of dancing 
girls. Ladies of orthodox families would have been 
shocked if a report had spread that they were 
acquainted with any of the above mentioned arts. 
Hindu women during the last millennium were usu- 
ally unlettered, but they could not be described as 
uncultured. In fact, books being rare and costly, 
traditional wisdom and culture could be learnt more 
easily from the lips of a preacher than from the 
pages of a manuscript. Every village had its own 
religious teacher ( puranika ), whose vernacular dis- 
courses on religion, philosophy and culture were 
listened to with wrapt attention by all the matrons of 
the village. Though unlettered, they thus became 

1 Indian Education Commission, 1882 ; Report, of the Madras 
Provincial Committee , p. 5. 



X j FEMALE EDUCATION SINCE 1850 29 

better and more fait*hful custodians of ancient tradi- 
tions and culture than even literate men. 

We have seen above that the literacy among 
Hindu women had reached its nadir by about 1850 
a.U. Subsequent to the assumption of the Indian ad- 
ministration by the British Crown, Government began 
to take some steps for the promotion of education 
among girls. Progress during the first forty years 
was very very slow. By the end of the last century, 
however, public opinion also began to support its 
cause, mainly owing to its vigorous championship by 
the school of social reform. Not much progress, how- 
ever, was made for a long time, primarily because 
girls were married at the age of 9 or 10. Their educa- 
tion could thus continue only for three or four years, 
as it had to be suspended after marriage. The 
terrible havoc caused by the plague at the begin- 
ning of the present century tended to raise the 
marriageable age of girls to 12 or 18. Among the 
educated middle classes in cities it has now advanced 
to 16 or 17, chiefly owing to the influence of 
economic factors. In 1930, a legislation was also 
passed fixing 14 as the minimum age for the marriage 
of girls. 

The raising of the marriageable age of girls has 
helped the cause of the female education in a remark- 
able degree. We have seen above that the lowering 
of that ago to 9 or 10 by the 8th or 9th century a. d. 
was the main cause of the decline of education 
among girls. As this cause *is being now gradually 
removed, we may expect a corresponding advance 
in the progress of female education. Economic 
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conditions also are helping its spread. Services of 
educated women are still in great demand ; this 
circumstance also is helping the growth of female 
education. An idea of the progress made by female 
education during the last ten years can be gathered 
from the fact that while the number of girl scholars 
was 1,280,608 in 1924-25, it rose to 2,890,246 in 1934- 
85. Much leeway, however has yet to be made ; only 
16.5 per cent, of the girls of the school going age 
are attending schools, and of these only 13 per cent, 
reach the 4th class. The ratio 1 of literate women to 
men is 1 : 4. 

While the female education is still in its infancy, 
a serious effort should be made to solve some of 
its complex problems. Fortunately these do not 
exist as far as primary education is concerned ; the 
knowledge of the three K’s and of elementary history, 
geography and drawing is as much necessary for boys 
as it is for girls. Marriage also does not now interrupt 
the course of primary education. 

As far as the secondary and college education is 
concerned, we have to solve two thorny and difficult 
problems. The first is about co-education and the 
second is about the curriculum. The exigencies of 
the situation have in a way forced us to reconcile our- 
selves to co-education, and therefore to a common 
curriculum. Outside big cities, there are few schools 
and colleges intended for girls, and so guardians are 
practically forced to send their daughters to institu- 

«. 

1 Report of the Educational Commissoner with the Govern- 
ment of India on the Progress of Girls’ Education for the year 
1934-5 ^Published in April, 1937). 
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tions primarily intended for boys. The curriculum 
Also is therefore a more or less common one. Even 
when there are special schools and colleges for girls, 
they usually follow the course laid down for boys. For, 
the* institutions have to send their students for exa- 
minations to universities, which have so far, with 
rare exceptions, failed to introduce a different curri- 
culum for lady students. 

The difficulty in answering the question as to 
whether there should be a different curriculum for 
girls in high schools and colleges primarily arises from 
the fact that neither the scholars nor their guardians 
know definitely at the outset whether the students 
concerned are going to be housewives or are going to 
follow a career. In the case of a girl scholar intending 
to follow the latter alternative, it is clear that she will 
have to receive the same education as the boy student. 
A woman who wants to become a„pleader or a doctor 
must obviously get the same education which a male 
pleader or doctor receives. 

The number of women who will be thus going in 
purely for a career will, however, not be a large one. 
They should attend men’s colleges and follow" a com- 
mon curriculum. The vast majority of girl scholars, 
however, will eventually be destined to become house- 
wives, and schools and colleges for girls should be pri- 
marily intended to meet their needs with a special 
curriculum of their own. The education imparted in 
them should be such as will make the recepients effi- 
cient wives and mothers, and also enable them to 
become earning members of their families in their spare 
time, or in case of need and adversity. 
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In Hindu society at present, normally speaking, 
the marriage of a girl cannot be conveniently postponed 
to beyond the age of 18. We should, therefore, so- 
draft the courses of female education that they should 
be over before that time. Primary education should 
take four years and be over at the age of 9. The 
secondary course should extend over six years only ; if 
we adopt the mother tongue as the medium of instruc- 
tion and slightly reduce the curricula in subjects like 
geography, mathematics and history, it will be possible 
to finish the course in six years’ time. Hygiene, nur- 
sing, domestic science, music, sewing, knitting ar.d 
house-decorations should figure prominently in the 
school curriculum as subjects alternative with mathe- 
matics, geography and the second language. The 
secondary course would be over at the age of 15. It 
should be followed by a college course extending over 
three years, which would be thus completed when the 
scholar is about 18. It will be easy to frame three 
years’ courses in subjects like 

(A) Arts and Teaching, 

(B) Domestic science and Midwifery, 

(C) Music, Painting, and Photography, 

(D) Tailoring and Embroidery, 

which will be self-sufficient, and enable girl scholars 
not only to become efficient and cultured housewives 
but also to earn some money both in their spare time 
and in the case of need. In the last three groups 
there should be included a paper on Literature or 
History as well. Courses in Groups A and B will be 
obviously below the b. a., the b. t., or the m. b. b. s. 
standards. Those ladies, however, who have taken a 



I ] EFFECT OF PROPOSED CHANGES 88 

diploma in these subjects, should be allowed to appear 
as private candidates for the b. a., b. t., and Inter- 
mediate m. b. b. s. examinations. This would remove 
the difficulty in the way of a girl scholar who has 
joined the women’s college, but who eventually desires 
, to devote a few more years to education in order 
to attain the highest efficiency in her subject. The re- 
casting of secondary and higher education of girls on 
the above lines would remove the defects in the present 
system and cater for the needs both of those who want 
to settle down in family life, as also of those who want 
to follow a career. It is of course true that a cut in 
the normal curriculum has been suggested in the courses 
of girls, but that is necessary in order to equip them for 
their normal functions of intelligent and efficient wives 
and mothers. As the matters stand to-day, girls have 
to pass the same examinations as boys and to learn 
house-keeping at home as well, all the while having 
less physical strength than their brothers. This cer- 
tainly puts too much strain upon them and is in- 
jurious to the future well-being of the race. 


8 [w.h.o.] 



CHAPTEE II 
Marriage and Divorce 

Marriage is a very important event in the life of a 
woman. Matrimony in course of time is followed by 
maternity, and its recurrence makes the woman perio- 
dically helpless and absolutely dependent on her hus- 
band for some time. Marriage, therefore, determines 
the fate of a woman to a much greater extent than it 
does the destiny of a man. A good marriage is a 
welcome protection for the woman, a bad one is worse 
than a painful chain. Marriage and the problems 
connected with it form an important topic in the 
history of woman. We shall see in this chapter how 
the institution of marriage was evolved in ancient 
India, what forms ,it assumed in course of time, what 
was the marriageable age, how the marriage was settled 
and celebrated, and how far it was irrevocable. 

The Evolution of Marriage 

Being of hoary antiquity Hindu literature has 
naturally preserved some traces of promiscuity exist- 
ing in prehistoric times. The Mahabharata informs 
us that in the land of the Uttarakurus 1 and in the city 
of Mahishmatl 2 the institution of marriage did not 
■ exist. It may be, however, added that Uttarakuru 
is very probably a mythical country, not existing on 
terrestrial globe, and that the evidence about Mahish- 

1 TO TOl: TOfcr I XII, 102, 26 (B). 

2 TOfrurcro «rmf TOcj frorcroa i n, 82,40. 
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mat! consists of an observation made by its Pandava 
conqueror Sahadeva, during his short stay there in 
the course of a hurricane military campaign. It may 
not be worth more than the proverbial traveller’s tale. 
According to the Great Epic it was the sage ^vetaketu 
.who decreed that promiscuity should be supplanted 
by regular marriage 1 . Whether the state of promis- 
cuity, here referred to as existing in prehistoric times, 
is a mere possibility intellectually conceived, or whe- 
ther if actually did exist in some sections of society in 
certain parts of (he country, we do not know. There 
are a few passages in the epic showing that a state of 
promiscuity may not ha ve been an impossibility at an 
early period. They disclose an astounding laxity in 
sexual morality. It must, however, be noted that 
most of those passages have a context and are not to 
be taken at (heir face value. Thus $armishtha ob- 

1 SCTTfcTT: foe* gTT frsTC t 
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serves that there is no difference between one’s own 
husband and the husband of a friend 1 ; but we must 
note that this ,is an argument a dvanced by a woman 
driven into desperation by the unnatural punishment 
of eternal maidenhood inflicted upon her. When 
eventually king Yayati yields to ^armishtha’s import 
tunities and is taken to task by $ukra, his father-in- 
law, he observes that duty and chivalry rendered it 
necessary for him to comply with ^armishtha’s request 2 . 
The astounding proposition here advanced by him is, 

y 

however, nothing but an untenable defence put tor- 
ward by an accused who is at a loss to know how to 
defend himself. The traces of promiscuity that we 
get in the epic have to be referred to pre-Vedic times ; 
for we find the institution of marriage well established 
in the Rigveda. 

Not only was marriage well established in the 
Yedic age, but if was also regarded as a social and 
and religious duty arid necessity. This was the 
case even in the Indo-Iranian period. According to 
the Avesta oblations offered unto gods or ancestors by 
a maiden or a bachelor are unacceptable to them 
(Ashi Yashta, c, X,54). A Yedic passage says that a 
person, who is unmarried, is unholy 3 4 . Marriage opened 
a new period of holy life which was to be led at 
the altar of truth and duty 4. The couple was to take 


1 U Ibid, I, 76, 28. 

2 t i 

H Ibid, I. 77,54- 

3 wqffuft ST q* nb'M'ta: \ T. Br., II, 2, 2, 6. 
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particular care in properly performing the rituals con- 
nected with the Garhapatya fire kindled at the time of 
their marriage. Prescribed sacrifices to gods and 
manes were to be regularly offered. And finally the 
couple was to perpetuate the race by raising and 
training a numerous progeny, so that oblations may for 
ever continue to be offered to gods and ancestors. A 
later age, which had developed the system of the four 
A dramas, pointed out that the whole society depends 
upon the houeseholder for its maintenance ; the 
Brahmaehari, the Vanaprastha and the SamnyasI can 
hardly exist without active help from a zealous and 
conscientious class of householders. The householder 
is as necessary for society as the breath is for the body 1 . 

Such being the views of society about marriage 
since very early times, it was naturally regarded as 
normally necessary and desirable for all. According 
to the Avesta bachelors are spiritually inferior to 
married men, and among the latter those without 
children to those who have them ( Fargard IV, 130-3). 
The Vedic age shares the same views. It must be, 
however, observed that down to about 500 b. c., 
though marriage was regarded as highly desirable for 
both men and women, society did not insist that it 
should be performed at all cost, even if there were 
insuperable impediments in arranging a suitable 
match. The Vedic literature often refers to the spinster. 
Amajuh, “ one who grows old in (one’s parents’) 
house” is the significant expression used to denote an 
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old maid. The usual cause that compelled maidens 
to remain unmarried was some serious physical defect 
or disease. Such, for instance, was the case of Ghosha, 
who could not marry till she was cured of her skin 
disease by the favour of gods As'vins. In the age of the 
Upanishads hundreds of youths began to enter the • 
monastery without caring to marry, and some maidens 
like Sulabha began to follow their example with a 
view to achieve spiritual salvation 1 . The commentary 
on the Therlgatha shows that some women used 
to join Buddhist Samgha before their marriage ; their 
number, however, was not very large. 

By about 800 b. c. marriage came to be regarded 
as obligatory for girls. Several causes induced society 
to subscribe to this view. In the lirst place there was 
a reaction produced in society by maidens joining 
the Buddhist and Jain orders either without a genuine 
spiritual urge or without a free and spontaneous 
permission of their elders. Some of these were 
unable to live up to their high ideals, and their 
lapses were furiously commented upon by the public. 
Social thinkers began to feel that it would be better 
to prevent such abuses by making mairiagc obliga- 
tory for all girls. Secondly, the marriage of girls 
came to be compared to the upanayana of boys at 
about this time. If upanayana w r as obligatory for 
boys, marriage which w T as its counter-part, ought to 
be absolutely binding on girls. As we shall soon 
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see, marriageable age of girls was reduced to 13 or 14 
by this time ; girls found themselves already married 
before they attained an age when they could exercise 
an intelligent choice in the matter. The Mahabharata 
informs us that it was the sage IJirghatamas who laid 
it down that women ought never to remain unmarried 
in future 1 . Elsewhere the epic illustrates the same 
principle by a naive story. Subliru was the daughter 
of sage Kuni. Her father wanted to give her in 
marriage, but she would not consent. She remained 
unmarried for all her life, practising severe penance. 
At the time of her death, however, she learnt to her 
great surprise that she could not go to heaven because 
her body was not consecrated by the sacrament of 
marriage. With great difficulty she then induced sage 
Srihgavat to marrv her, stayed with him for one night 
and was then enabled to go to heaven (IX, 33). 

The epic is undoubtedly right in em phasing the 
greed necessity of marriage for girls in the above 
legend ; for there are more pit falls in the path of an 
unmarried woman than those in the way of an un- 
married man. As a consequence of the new theory 
which made marriage obligatory for girls, negligent 
parents must have become more alert iu arranging the 
marriages of their daughters. It must, however, be 
admitted that this theory tended to crush the literary 
and spiritual ambitions of the gifted section of the fair 
sex. Further, it has to be pointed out that it led to 
grave abuses when pre-puberty marriages began to 
be insisted upon from about the beginning of the 

1 sTTcffin 5 \ l, 114, 86. 
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Christian era. Some Smritis like Yama began to 
advocate the unfortunate view that since marriage 
was compulsory for girls, parents should marry them 
even to undesirable persons, if suitable bridegrooms 
were not available before the time of puberty 1 . This 
rule made the lot of a defective deformed or diseased • 
girl very pitiable. She could not naturally get a 
good husband and her father had yet to marry her. 
He had therefore to spend heavily in marrying her to 
a person, who was almost certain to discard her, and 
contract a fresh marriage with a more suitable bride. 
It must, however, be added that even if a defective 
girl is kept unmarried, her lot is by no means happy. 
As years roll on and the parents die, her brothers 
do not care for her, and scoundrels and selfish persons 
in society are not few in number who delight in 
spreading thorns in her way. 

It is interesting to note that marriage was made 
obligatory for girls in contemporary Persia as well. 
Matrimony however was not regarded there as neces- 
sary for the spiritual salvation of men. i lor a. woman 
there is no offspring except by intercourse with a man 
and no lineage proceeds from her. But for a, man 
without a wife, when he shall recite the Avesta. as it is 
mentioned in the \ endidad, there may be a, lineage 
which proceeds onwards to the future existence.’ 
(Pahlvi Texts, Part I, pp. 822 - 8 ). In India also 
students were regarded as the spiritual children of 

1 jffnrau s^nsrrfT^ i 
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their teachers, and women teachers had practically 
disappeared from the scene by the beginning of the 
Christian era. But women’s incapacity to leave 
behind a spiritual lineage has not been advanced as 
an argument for making marriage obligatory for them. 

, In India also marriage was made obligatory for 
women and not for men. One of the reasons may, 
perhaps have been the possibility of men leaving a 
spiritual or intellectual lineage behind them. Hhe 
real reason for this differential treatment, however, 
seems to have been the recognition by society of the 
simple fact that an unmarried woman has to face 
greater risks in society than an unmarried man. 
Public opinion also is much less sympathetic to a 
woman who has gone astray even unwillingly, than 
to a man who leads a vicious life deliberately. Smriti 
writters should, however, have recognised some ex- 
ceptions to the general rule. This .would have avoided 
its abuse in an age when pre-puberty marriages be- 
came the order of the day, and given scope to talented 
girls to master their favourite subjects and to spiri- 
tually minded women to try seriously for the realisa- 
tion of their dreams. In that case the number of lady 
scholars would not have dwindled down and a Mirabai 
would not have been compelled to lead a married life 
much to her own and to her husband’s sorrow. 

Forms of Marriage 

The eight forms of marriage recognised by Smritis 
are well known. There are, .however, several other 
varieties and customs of marriage prevailing in the 
lower sections of Hindu society, which find no recog- 
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nition in the Dharmasastra literature. Thus among 
the Leva and Kadva Kunbis of Gujarat, the marriage 
season comes only once in the course of twelve years 
and lasts for three days only. During this short 
period even girls in the cradle have to he married; for 
pre-puberty marriages are insisted upon. Gazetteers 
have recorded several other strange customs prevailing 
among backward tribes in different districts and pro- 
vinces. These, however, are the traces of the earlier 
primitive practices, which exist, not on account of, 
but in spite of Hinduism and its culture. They are 
also fast disappearing at present. It is therefore not 
necessary for the purposes of the present work to exa- 
mine apd discuss them. 

A critical survey of the well known eight forms of 
marriage is very interesting and important from the 
sociological point of view. We shall first consider the 
unapproved ones among them, for they take us back 
to prehistoric times. Paisacha, Rakshasa and Asura 
unquestionably belong to this group. There is a 
difference of opinion about the Gandharva or love 
marriage ; some writers approve and praise it, while 
others regard it with disfavour. The parties them- 
selves were conscious of a certain irregularitv in their 
/ 

conduct, but they knew that they were within 
the law. 

The Paisacha form of marriage, which is the most 
condemned one, is undoubtedly of the greatest anti- 
quity. In this marriage the bride is either duped, 
very often by making 4ier overdrunk, or physically 
overpowered by the bridegroom in order to make her 
yield to his passion. Surprise has been expressed 
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by several writers that force or fraud should thus have 
been legalised, and the bridegroom allowed to compel 
the unfortunate woman to live with him as his wife. 
This objection is based upon the ignorance of the 
simple fact that our Smritis preserve the relics of 
several prehistoric customs. They have included 
Paisacha marriage in their list firstly, because old tra- 
dition knew of it, and secondly because it was some- 
times resorted to by backward tribes. They wanted 
to stamp out this practice and have therefore men- 
tioned it only for the purpose of its strong condemna- 
tion. There was a further reason for its legal recogni- 
tion. Prom about the beginning of the Christian era 
society began to insist upon absolute virginity in the 
case of brides. Virgins, who had the misfortune of 
being criminally assaulted, had therefore hardly any 
chance of an honourable marriage with any other 
person. The only way in which* law-writers could 
help them was by compelling the culprits to marry the 
parties they had wronged. This obviously is hot a 
satisfactory arrangement, but no other alternative 
was available. A regard for the future prospects of the 
unfortunate virgin was thus a. further reason for the 
mention of the Paisacha marriage. Much against their 
wishes, Smriti writers were compelled to recognise it. 
It may, however, be added that two of the early 
JJharmasastra writers, Vasishtha and Apastamba, do 
not recognise Paisacha marriage at all. They mention 
only three unapproved forms, Gandharva, Rakshasa 
and Asura. They seem to iMive subscribed to the 
modern view that a culprit should not be allowed to 
be benefited by his wrong. 
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The Rakshasa marriage, or as it is more appro- 
priately described by one authority, the Kshatra 
marriage, takes us back to prehistoric times when 
women were regarded as prizes of war. In this marri- 
age the victor carried away the bride and married her, 
The fight was necessary either because women offered 
real resistance on account of the ill-treatment which 
they received from their husbands in primitive society, 
or because parents were unwilling to lose the services 
of their daughters, or because it was regarded as a 
point of honour for a warrior that he should have for 
his wife a woman, whom he could point out also as a 
trophy of war. The last point has been emphasised 
by Srikrishna, when he proceeds to appease the anger 
of Baladeva and justify the conduct of Arjuna in 
forcibly carrying away Subhadra, who, though fallen 
in love with Arjuna, was a bout to be married to a son 
of Dhritarasthtra. • Arjuna,’ says Srikrislina, ‘did not 
like Brahma marriage, beca use brides are treated there 
as objects of gift like cattle. Purchase of bride, being 
a disreputable procedure, was altogether out of 
question. Since Subhadra had fallen in love with 
him, to carry her away relying upon the power of his 
own arms was the only honorable course left open for 
Arjuna 1 .’ This argument gives a good glimpse of 
the warrior mentality, which favoured the Kshatra 
marriage. It is interesting to point out that $rikrishna 
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had himself acted upon this theory at the time of his 
marriage with Rukmini. 

Examples of Kshatra marriages preserved in 
ancient' Indian tradition are not many. In Rigveda 
(I, 116) Virnada is described as having won his bride 
in a battle. The Mahabharata informs us that 
Blnslima defeated the king of KasI and carried away 
his daughter, Amba, as a bride for his brother Vichi- 
travirya. It is, however, necessary to point out that 
this procedure of Bhlshma has been later condemned 
in the epic by ^is'upala 1 . It is clear that though the 
Kshatra marriage continued to be recognised by 
Smritis and epics, it had ceased to be approved even 
by enlightened Kshatriyas in the 3rd century b. c. 
It is not to be supposed, however, that even in the 
earlier period it was the normal or the usual form of 
marriage among the Kshatriyas : some warriors used 
to have recourse to it if need arose. Normally Ksha- 
triya marriages too were settled otherwise than by an 
appeal to arms. 

The traces of Kshatra marriage, however, still 
remain in the marriage customs and procedure 
prevailing in some parts of the country. Thus in 
the marriage songs of Gujarat and U. P., which are 
sung at the time of the departure of the bride for her 
new home, the bridegroom is compared to a robber 
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and liberally showered with abuses. It is not possible 
to suppose that all these abuses are intended for the 
invisible evil spirits which are supposed to be hovering 
about the couple. Some of them at least are clearly 
intended for the bridegroom who is carrying away the 
bride like a conqueror. In many tribes the formality 
of chase is still preserved though the marriage union 
is previously arranged by mutual consent 1 . In such 
cases the drama of the mock chase or light, that is en- 
acted, is not in honour of force, but in honour of the 
institution of marriage, which has superseded it. 

The next form of marriage that we shall now 
consider is the Asura Vivalia, under which the hus- 
band used to get a bride by paying a reasonable price 
for her. The idea probably was that it would be dis- 
graceful for a girl and her family if she was given in 
marriage for nothing. It would mean that she was 
not worth any price and that her family had no status 
and respectability. The origin of the name of this 
form of marriage is uncertain. Marriage by purchase 
was the order of the day among ancient Assyrians, 
and this circumstance may have been responsible for 
the name Asura being given to that form of marriage 
where a bride-price was paid. The price paid by the 
bridegroom was originally a compensation to the 
bride’s family for the loss of her service, but a portion 
of it soon began to be returned to the bride as a 
marriage gift. The bride-price was usually paid in 
cash or kind. In some uncivilised communities, the 
bridegroom agrees to serye his would-be father-in-law 


1 Statistical Account oj Bengal, Yol. XVI, p. 258. 
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for a number of years in lieu of the payment of the 
bride-price. This custom is not referred to anywhere 
in the Hindu tradition or literature. 

The Asura marriage is undoubtedly better than 
the*Kshatra one, for it presupposes a recognition by 
society of the fact that woman has a value and has to 
be paid for. It therefore helped the improvement of 
the lot of the wife. The average husband became 
naturally unwilling to ill-treat his wife out of mere 
frivolity ; very often she used to cost him dearly and 
to find another substitute for her was not always an 
easy economic proposition. 

There a, re a few cases of Asura marriages recorded 
in ancient Indian tradition. In Vedic times, the cus- 
tom of the bride purchase was known, but not held in 
esteem ; the son-in-law in such cases was described as 
a vijamata or a disreputable son-in-law. 1 To Pali 
literature also the custom is not u ft known ; the father 
of Isidasi, one of the nuns of the Therigatha, had 
received a bride-price for her in her marriage (Vv. 
120 and 158). The Dhammapada also mentions the 
custom (v. 215 and commentary). In the epics we 
find that at the time of the marriages of Kaikeyl, 
(Jandhaii and Madri a heavy bride-price had to be paid 
to their guardians. It must be, however, pointed out 
that though the custom undoubtedly prevailed in 
some sections of the community, it was vehemently 
condemned by the leaders of society. Those who 

followed it knew that what they were doing was not 
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commendable. This would be quite clear from the 
great hesitation which $alya felt in informing Bliishma 1 
that if' he wished to secure his sister Madri as a bride 
for Pandu, he would have to pay a good bride-price. 
He opens the topic apologetically. “ There is a family 
cHistom with us which whether good or bad, I have got 
to follow. You also know it. Why then do you 
want me to say in so many words that you should pay 
a bride-price ? It is quite clear from the tone and 
contents of this speech that $alya recognised the 
custom as undesirable, though he had not the moral 
courage to give it up in order to set a. better example 
for his successors. Perhaps the greed of money was 
too strong for the feeble inner voice. 

The writers of Dharmasastra literature almost 
lose their temper in condemning the custom of the 
bride-price. Baudhayana warns the guardians that 
they will go to th’e most terrible hell if they sell 
daughters in marriage, and points out to the husband 
that a purchased bride would not become a legal wife 
at all 2 . She continues to remain in her father’s 
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golra, and sons born of her do not become entitled 
to offer oblations to her husband’s ancestors 1 . 
The Padrna-purana advises that even the face of a 
person, who has sold his daughter in marriage, should 
not be seen 2 . A fifteenth century inscription from 
Tan j ore district records an agreement among the 
Brahmins of that area to the effect that they would 
excommunicate anybody who would accept bride- 
price in marriage (S. J. 1., Vol. I, No. 50). 

The custom of bride- price has thus been vehe- 
rnentlj* condemned by the leaders of society almost 
in every age. That this should have been necessary 
shows, however, that the evil was very deep-rooted. 
The prevalence of child marriages, since the beginning 
of the Christian era has further helped its growth. 
When brides were grown up and educated, they 
had naturally some voice, direct or indirect, in 
the settlement of their marriage k and so could not 
be sold to the highest, bidder. When, however, they 
began to be married at the tender age of 10 or 11, 
if became easy for avaricious and uncultured guar- 
dians to settle the marriage more with a view to get 
the highest bride-price than with the aim of finding 
the most suitable bridegroom. The custom of bride- 
price has therefore become commoner in the lower 
sections of society during the last fifteen hundred 
years as a result of the lowering of the marriage age. 
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Its vehement denunciation has succeeded in stamping 
it out only from the higher classes of society. The 
spread of education and the raising of the marriageable 
age are, however, now eradicating the evil even from 
the lower strata of society. 

The Gandharva marriage now conies up for con- 
sideration. This was a love marriage, pure and simple. 
From the Vedic age, the Gandharvas were well-known 
for their amorous disposition, and a marriage which 
was consummated before the due performance of 
the sacred rituals, naturally came t o be known after 
them. 

Authorities a, re not agreed as to whether love 
unions should be included within the category of 
approved marriages. The Baudhayana Dharma Siitra 
refers with approval to the view of some thinkers 
that love unions ought to be commended as they pre- 
suppose reciprocal attachment*. The Kamasutra re- 
gards them as ideally good 2 . The Mahabharata in one 
place includes the Gandharva, union within the group 
of the approved marriages (XIII, 44). Manu seems 
to be indecisive in the matter (III, 28-25). Later 
writers disapprove both the Gandharva marriage and 
the self -choice by the bride (svayaiiivara ) . Owing to 
the introduction of child marriages both these had 
become impracticable in their days. 

In the Gandharva marriage parties fall in love 
with each other and immediately proceed to consum- 

, B.D.S.,1. 11 , 13 , 7 . 
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mate their contemplated marriage. Religious rituals 
etc. do not precede the union. A passage inter- 
polated in the Mahabliarata in later times no doubt 
represents $akuntala as calling a priest for the per- 
formance of the religious rites before proceeding to 
consummate her marriage 1 . This version of the story 
is inconsistent with the one given by Kalidasa in his 
&akuntala ; it further contradicts the definition of the 
Gandharva, marriage as given in the epic itself. When 
Kanva proceeds to express his approval to his daugh- 
ter of her love marriage, he incidentally defines the 
Gandharva marriage as a. love union brought about 
without any recitation of Mantras 2 . 

In course of time as the hold of religion increased, 
Gandharva ceased to be one of the ideal forms of 
marriage ; it was included in the list of unapproved 
forms. But as long as post-puberty marriages were in 
vogue, Gandharva marriages could not be altogether 
stopped. It was, however, laid down that even in 
Gandharva marriages the ritual should be performed 
after the union 3 . The possible objection that the 
marriage Mantras refer to a kanya or a virgin and so 
could not be recited in such a case was met by laying 

3nrr$ fafaWfamra m am ^ n 1 , 94 , 88 
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down that the term kanya is to be understood in a 
general way as referring to a bride and not necessarily 
to a virgin 1 . The subsequent formal celebration of 
the marriage served the purpose of its proper announce- 
ment to society ; it also gave an opportunity to 
relations and friends to share its joy. 

Brahma, Daiva, Prajapatya and Arsha are the 
four approved forms of marriage. Among these Arsha 
ranks the last. In this marriage the father of the 
bride is permitted to accept a cow and a bull from 
his son-in-law for facilitating the performance of sacri- 
fices, which require the cow’s milk. There is, however, 
no reason why he should not have called upon his 
son, who was to inherit all his property, to make the 
necessary provision in this respect. The truth is 
that this gift, which the son-in-law gave to his father- 
in-law, is a relic of the bride-price, which was once 
very common. It would appear that some families 
like those of $alya, for instance, were determined not 
to lose their time-honoured right of receiving the bride- 
price ; a compromise was eventually arrived at by 
permitting them to receive only a pair of cow and bull, 
ostensibly, for the purpose of getting milk for religious 
sacrifices. We can now understand why Arsha form 
is usually placed last in the list of approved marriages. 
Nay, some writers continued to regard it as a 
variety of Asura marriage ; they maintained that 
the gift of a pair of cow and bull was nothing less 
than a bride-price in disguise. This historically correct 
view is opposed by Jaimini and Sahara, who had to 
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defend loyally the compromise that had been arrived at. 
The former points out that the gift given by the son-in- 
law, being for religious purposes, could not be regarded 
as bfide-price. The latter observes that prices of 
articles vary in the market according to their quality; 
in Arsha marriages all sons-in-law offer the same pre- 
sent to their fathers-in-law, and so it cannot be called 
bride- price 1 . These arguments, while undoubtedly 
true of the character of Arsha marriages in the days 
of Smritis, do not disprove the theory that they are 
a refined relic of Asura marriages. 

When a daughter was offered in marriage to an 
officiating priest by the sacrificer, the marriage was 
designated as a Daiva one. It was given this name, 
because the marriage was settled while a sacrifice to 
Devas was being performed. This form of marriage 
did not, however, receive an unstinted approval of 
Smriti writers ; they fell that while a sacrifice to gods 
was being offered, neither the sacrificer nor any 
of his priests should think of secular matters like 
possible matrimonial alliances. 

Vedic sacrifices, which were quite popular down 
to the 4th century b. c., often lasted for several weeks. 
The sacrificer had to invite a large number of priests 
to perform various duties in their connection. During 
this close and prolonged association, he would often be 
very favourably impressed by the culture, education 
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and attainments of some one among the priests, and 
would decide to solve the marriage problem of his 
grown-up daughter by offering her to him. These were 
the days of post-puberty marriages ; owing to the dose 
association during the sacrifices, daughters also could 
get an opportunity to form an estimate of their future 
husbands and guide their parents in the choice. Daiva 
marriages disappeared with Vedie sacrifices. Later 
tradition has not preserved any instances of the earlier 
period. The case recorded in the Brikaddaivatu is not 
really an instance of this marriage ; for there the sage 
^yavas'va does not himself marry the sacrificer’s 
daughter, but selects her for his son (V, 54-55). 

Brahma, and Prajapatya are the only two forms 
of marriage that now remain to be considered. The 
distinction between the two is not very clearly ex- 
plained by Smritis, We are told that in the Brahma 
marriage, the bride, properly bedecked and ornament- 
ed, is offered to a bridegroom who is specially invited 
for the purpose, while in Prajapatya, the bride is 
offered according to due rites, but with an injunction 
to the couple that they should be always inseparable 
companions in the discharge of their religious duties 1 . 
These definitions do not really state the difference 
between the two forms. It is sometimes argued that 
the injuetion to the couple in the Prajapatya, marriage 
to remain inseparable companions in the performance 
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of religious duties renders polygamy impossible and 
prohibits the husband from entering into the Vana- 
prastha, or Sanyasa stage without the consent and 
company of his wife 1 . This view, however, is not 
correct, for the same corollaries can be drawn from the 
usual exhortation in the Brahma marriage, enjoining 
the husband and the wife to be inseparable companions 
of each other in all their activities in the spheres of 
religion, love and wealth. Brahma and Prajapatya are 
synonymous words and it is quite possible that the 
Brahma marriage was originally identical with the 
Prajapatya one. This conclusion is supported by the 
fact that two of the early writers, Vasishtha and 
Apstamba, do not mention Prajapatya marriage at 
all ; they refer to only three approved forms, Brahma, 
Daiva and Arsha. Prajapatya was added later, 
probably to make the number of the forms of marriage 
eight. Smriti writers therefore naturally fail to bring 
out the difference between the two. 

In the Brahma marriage, the father carefully 
selects the son-in-law, invites him to his house and 
offers him his daughter according to proper religious 
rites, along with such presents as he could conveniently 
give on account of natural affection. The definition of 
the Brahma marriage, as given above, occurs in Smritis 
which were written when girls were married at a young 
age ; the bride is therefore naturally seen figuring as 
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an object of gift and not as an active agent. It should 
be pointed out that the gift of the bride was a mere 
formality ; it did not at all authorise the husband 
to treat his wife in anv way he liked. He had to ta.ke 
an oath that he would be always very closely associa- 
ted with his new partner in life in all its spheres. The 
phraseology of the bride being an object of gift was 
introduced in the marriage ritual simply because the 
word ‘ dana ’ had very holy associations in Hindu 
mind. One can give a dana only to a properly quali- 
fied person ; so the bridegroom-elect had to be a good 
and suitable husband. Wliat one receives as a, sacred 
gift in the presence of the Divine Fire is really a trust, 
for the proper discharge of which one is responsible 
to the Creator of the Universe. The hold and in- 
fluence of religion being what they were, the concep- 
tion of the bride being a sacred gift freely given to the 
bridegroom in the presence of gods for the proper dis- 
charge of religious and social duties and obligations 
was the best guarantee against any possible tendency 
in the husband to ill-treat his wife, or to become un- 
faithful to her. 

It is true that to the modern mind the conception 
of the bride being a gift to the bridegroom given at 
the marriage may not appear as a high or happy one. 
Historically speaking, however, it may be pointed 
out that this conception marked a great advance over 
the earlier practice which freely permitted the father 
to sell his daughter in marriage. To give away a 
daughter to the best available bridegroom out of sole 
regard for her happiness without receiving any con- 
sideration whatsoever thus recorded a marked ethical 
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advance. The interests of the bride were safeguarded 
by making the whole transaction a religious one, and 
by prescribing an oath for the husband to be for ever 
true, kind and considerate to his partner. In course 
of time several sacred and lyrical associations came to 
cluster round the Brahma marriage, and it became 
most popular and sacred. If its ritual is to be 
amended, it should be in the direction of making 
the bridegroom a lso offer himself to the bride as a 
free, sacred and unconditional gift. A marriage can 
become happy only when each party dedicates its 
entire existence for promoting the happiness and 
welfare of the other. 

'Hie conception of marriage as a secular contract 
did not arise in ancient India. In the Vedie literature 
(T. Br ., II, 3, 10), we have the story of Sit ft Sftvitri, 
who is seen refusing t.o marry Soma, who had fallen 
in love with her. unless he accepted certain conditions 
of her own. This story presupposses a tendency to 
regard marriage as a contract, but it did not make 
much progress. Marriage was regarded as a sacred 
religious union brought about by divine dispensation ; 
it was felt that the mutual vows which the parties 
took in the presence of Sacred Fire sufficiently em- 
phasised all the points that could possibly have been 
included in a, mariage contract. The marriage sacra- 
ment united the parties in an indissoluble union, and 
the husband and the wife each prayed that their love 
and friendship should be lasting, genuine and indis- 
soluble. Complete unity of interest left no room for 
■R contract. 
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Girls were married at a fairly advanced age in 
the Vedic period. The precise age is not stated, but 
from the Avesta we learn that maidens were usually 
wedded at the age of 15 or 16 in ancient Persia 
(Vendidad, 14, 15). The same was certainly the case 
in the Vedic period. The very term for marriage, 
udvaha , ‘ carrying away (of the bride)’ presupposes 
a post-puberty marriage, for it shows that immediately 
after her marriage, the bride went to her husband’s 
house to live as his wife. A perusal of the marriage 
hymn (X, 185) shows that the bride was fully mature 
and quite grown up at the time of the marriage ; she 
is expressly described as blooming with youth and 
pining for a husband 1 2 . A hope is expressed that the 
bride would forthwith take over the reigns of the 
household from her parents-in-law-. This would 
have been possible only in the case of grown up brides, 
at least 16 or 18 years in age. 

In the Vedic literature there are several references 
to unmarried girls growing old in their parents’ houses, 
and the Atharvaveda is full of charms and spells in- 
tended for compelling the love of a reluctant man or 
woman. At least some of these spells must have been 
used by maidens and bachelors not succeeding in 
winning the affection of the party desired. There 
are references to lovers following their sweethearts, 
giving them presents and yearning for mutual com- 
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pany. In one case we have the reference to a maiden 
pining for a husband approaching a youth anxious 
for a wife 1 . Under such circumstances, children of 
maidens were not unknown to society, and we get 
references to their occasional exposures as well. Indra 
is sometimes represented as rescuing them 2 . 

Verses 27-9 and 87 of the marriage hymn describe 
the consummation of the marriage. The facts men- 
tioned in the last paragraph make it clear that this 
event must have happened immediately after the 
marriage. It has been argued by some writers that 
the marriage hymn, which is a composite one, 
narrates different events that may well have taken 
place at widely separated intervals of time ; we can 
therefore well assume that the consummation took 
place several months or years after the celebration 
of the marriage. There is, however, no evidence to 
support this conjecture ; the description of the bride 
as blooming with youth and pining for a husband 
makes it altogether improbable and unacceptable. 

Some other arguments advanced to prove the 
existence of child marriages in the Vedic age may be 
briefly considered here. It is true that in two passages 
of the Rigveda (1, 51, 18 and 1, 110, 1) the word 
arblia has been used to denote the bride and the 
bridegroom. This expression, however, denotes ten- 
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derness rather than childhood, for Viraada, who has 
been described as an arbhn bridegroom is seen to be 
defeating his rival in battle and winning his bride. 
This is possible only in the case of a full grown youth. 
In another place we find a wife praying for hair grow- 
ing at the time of puberty 1 ; orthodox tradition itself, 
however, states that the cause for this prayer was not 
her childhood, but a skin disease from which she was 
suffering. Similarly in another hymn, we find a wife 
asserting to her husband that she is fully developed 
physically and has abundant marks of complete 
puberty on her person. This statement is not, however, 
made to remove the misapprehension of an ignorant 
husband ; the wife makes it in the privacy of the bed- 
room to excite the passion of her husband, who had 
previously expressed his exuberant appreciation of 
her amorous skill 2 *, There is thus no data to rebut 
the force and evidence of the passages and circum- 
stances mentioned in the last two paras, which go to 
prove that marriages in the Vedie age took place when 
the parties were fully grown up. 

The case continued to be the same down to about 
the 5th century b. c. The Grihya Sutra literature 
composed at about this time lays down that the con- 
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summation of the marriage should take place on the 
fourth succeeding day. Chaturthlkarma, ‘ the event 
of the fourth day ’ long continued to be the technical 
name for the ritual prescribed at the consummation 
of the marriage. Some Grihya Sutras also provide 
for the contingency of the bride being in her monthly 
course during the marriage ceremony. Tt. is true 
that in a few works of this class it is laid down that the 
bride should be a nagnika at the time of her marriage. 
This term has been no doubt interpreted by some later 
commentators as denoting a girl of five or six who has 
no sense of bashfulness and moves about without pro- 
perly covering her body 1 . This, however, is not the 
real or original meaning of the word. The Mahabha- 
rata describes a bride of 1 6 as nagnika 2 and one Grihya 
Sutra lays it down that the nagnika bride should also 
be a virgin at the time of her weddings. Such a re- 
quirement in the ease of a girl of five would be 
superfluous. As pointed out by Matridatta, the term 
nagnika therefore really refers to a woman who is fit 
to welcome her husband in privacy, immediately 
after her marriage 4 . When child marriages came into 
vogue, the meaning of the term was changed and it 
was maintained that it denotes a girl playing in dust 
without properly clothing herself 4 . 

1 irm 5FUT fljnufasft | 

tjTTO in SCS., p. 218 

2 fasrgtf: utewtf I in VMS., p.766. 

3 *T»nWT I H. G. S., I, 19, 2. 

Matridatta on the above. 
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The evidence from the epics and the Buddhist 
literature also shows that down to about 400 b. c. 
brides in cultured families used to be about 16 at the 
time of their marriage. They are often described as 
eagerly pining for being united with husbands 1 . 
Nuns like Vis'Skha and Kundalakes'a, who had entered 
the nunnery before their marriage, are represented 
as being either of the age of 16 or of the age of dis- 
cretion when their marriages were being contemplated. 
Brides in the Jatakas are also usually seen to be grown 
up. We often come across love affairs there ; in one 
place we find a maiden named Patachara eloping 
with her lover, because her parents would not sanc- 
tion her contemplated marriage 2 . Sita, Kuntl and 
Draupadi were fully grown up at the time of their 
marriages, which were consummated immediately. 

There is some ambiguity in the present version 
of the Ramayana about the age of Sita at the time of 
her marriage. In her talk with Ravana at the time 
when he had come to abduct her, she informs him 
that she was 18 at the time of her husband’s banish- 
ment, and that her marriage had taken place twelve 
years earlier 3 . This would lead to the conclusion that 

TOWW I W facTT snfTlft ffffcT g fwfrfld l » 

Commentary on Dhammapada , 102. 

A passage in Sam . Ni., 37, 3, 1 points out that one of the evils 
to which women are subject is the necessity to go to the homes 
of their husbands’, when they are young ( dahara ). The term 
dahara, however, does not refer to childhood, because Vimana- 
vatthu, 81, 5, refers to a dahara wife as being pure and chaste 
as well. 

. i' 

2 Thengatha, No. 47 and eomnjraeary. 

3 III, 47, 4 and 10. 
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►Sita was a child of 6 at the time of her wedding. This 
passage is, however, a spurious one ; that SitS 
who was very anxious for her husband’s safety 
should have discussed her historv with Havana, an 
absolute stranger, appears extremely improbable. The 
Balakanada, on the other hand, states that the marria- 
ges of Rama, and his brothers were consummated im- 
mediately alter the return of the marriage party to 
Avodliya*. Similarly, while narrating the story of 
her marriage to Anasuya, Sita describes to her the 
great anxiety of her father when she had attained an 
age lit. for being united to a husband 2 . It is there 
fore clear that Sita was a youthful maiden when she 
was married, and the passage in Aranyakanda, suggest- 
ing that she was a child of six at her marriage , is a 
later interpolation. It is true that Bhavablihti also 
represents Sita to have been quite a child in her 
marriage in several passages : herein, however, he 
was influenced by the practice of his age, rather than 
by the evidence of any earlier and genuine tradition 4 . 

Marriages at a lower age began to be advocated 
from about the 4th century b. c. The writers of the 
Rharmasutras, who flourished from c. 400 b. c. to 
<:. 100 a. d., begin to advise that marriages of girls 
should not be delayed long after their puberty. Two 

*Grtt: i i. 14. 
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of them, viz., Vas'ishtha, and Baudhayana, are pre- 
pared to recommend that girls may be kept unmarried 
for a period of three years after their puberty, if there 
are difficulties in properly settling their marriages, and 
Manu and Kautilya, (IV, 12) concur with them 1 . « But 
Gautama 2 and Vishnu (2 1,41) insist that marriages must 
be celebrated within three months of the time of puberty. 
Opinion was obviously divided at this time. Some 
thinkers pointed out that life was transitory, and if 
marriage was intended to ensure the continuance of 
the family, the bridle should not be too young when 
it is performed. Others contended that absolute 
chastity was to be most desired, and so we should 
select a bride, who should not have even dreamt of 
sexual love 3 . It is, however, necessary to point 
out that even those, who allowed a short period of 
three months after the puberty, do not shower any 
curses upon the guardians, if they fail to perform the 
marriages within the ninety days period of grace. 
Manu, who normally contemplates a pre-puberty 
marriage, goes to the extent of permitting the father 


1 sftfa srafarefcifcT ii B.D.S., iv, i, i t. 

tgjwft tiffin srafefefcr i 

3^ fawn snfvtr: i v - D - xvn, 59. 

3*3? § I Manu, IX, 90. 

sfalTR I G. D. S., XVIII, 20. 
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to keep the daughter unmarried, even to the end of 
her life, if a suitable husband cannot be procured*. 

We may therefore conclude that during the period 
400 b. c. to 100 a. d. the marriageable ago was 
being gradually lowered, and the tendency on the 
whole was to marry girls at about the time of puberty. 
There was, however, no uniformity in practice current 
in society. The Kamawtra, which belongs to the 
end of this period, presupposes the existence of both 
the post-puberty and pre-pubertv marriages (III, 
2-4). The stories in the Kathasaritmgara, which 
depict the social life of about this time, refer both to 
child marriages brought about by parents and to love 
marriages arranged by the parties themselves (Chaps. 
24, 124). 

It is sometimes argued that girls used to be 
married not at about the age of 14 or 15 during the 
Ma.ury an period, but at the much younger age of 6 or 
7. This contention is based upon Megasthenes, 
Fragment LI, where he states that among the Pandyas,- 
who lived in Madura and Tinnevelly districts, girls used 
to be married- at the age of G. At the outset it may 
be pointed out that the Greek ambassador does not 
make this statement about the girls at Pataliputra, 
of which he had first-hand information, but about the 
brides in Pandya country, which he had never visited. 
He had no first-hand information about South India 
and he makes this statement on the authority of a 
hearsay report, which gravely asserted that girls in 

•* TORTOW azuTuim'l I 

H I Manu, IX, 89. 
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that country could conceive at the age of 7, because 
of a favour conferred upon its women by Heracles of 
Greece, when he had visited it ( Arrian , chap. ix). 
The marriage at the age of 6 and conception at the age 
of 7 are as true as Heracles’ visit to south India.' The 
data from Greek authors do not thus invalidate the 
conclusion, reached above, that girls were usually 
married at about the age of 14 or 15 during the 
Mauryan period. 

We have seen above that there was a conflict 
of opinion in society during the period 400 b. e.- 
100 a. d. about the desirability of pre-puberty 
marriages. Soon after 100 a. d. this conflict ended 
and society definitely decided in favour of pre-puberty 
marriages. An undue premium came to be placed 
upon absolute chastity ; in order to prevent the theo- 
retical possibility of unchastity in any bride whatso- 
ever, it decreed "that marriages should always be 
performed before puberty 1 . Society was anxious 
that there should be no room whatsoever even for the 
possibility of any reports arising reflecting upon the 
character of its maidens 2 . As we have already shown 
(ante, p. 19), at about this time Upanayana of 
girls came to an end and they had to follow no course 
of education worth the name. As a natural conse- 
quence girls of 15 or 16, who were not married, must 
have begun to find time hanging heavily upon them. 

1 See ante p. 64 note No. 3. 
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Parents also must have felt that since girls were not 
preoccupied with completing any educational course, 
it would be desirable to get them married soon after, 
or at about the time of their puberty. The birth of a 
son ?o ensure the continuity of the family and offer 
oblations to the manes was always welcome ; an early 
marriage meant a son soon after puberty and was 
thus felt to be preferable 1 . That, this may mean an 
undue physical strain on the girl-mother was un- 
fortunately not realised. 

From about 200 a. d. pre-puberty marriages 
became the order of the day. Yajnavalkya., who 
wrote at about this time, insists that girls should be 
married before the age of puberty ; otherwise every 
month their guardians will be guilty of the destruction 
of an embryo 2 . Yama, who came about 400 years later, 
states that even if a suitable match is impossible, the 
girl should be married before she comes of age even to 
an unsuitable husband 3 . What a difference between 
the views of Mann and Yama ! The former was willing' 
to allow a girl to remain unmarried even to the end of 
her life, if a proper husband could not be secured. 
The latter did not mind a girl being chained to an un- 
suitable and undeserving husband for her whole life, 
if there was the least danger of the fatal line of the age 
of puberty being crossed before the marriage. 

I * *Trl7 I Mbh. I, 94, 65. 

3£cft I I, 18. 
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It was not always possible to celebrate a marriage 
in every case just on the eve of puberty. If it was 
postponed to the last moment, there was the danger 
of crossing the fateful line. Not content, therefore, 
with prohibiting post-puberty marriages, $mriti 
writers of the period 500-1000 A. D. began to en- 
courage marriages much before the time of puberty. 
They held that a girl should be regarded as having 
attained puberty at the age of 10 and therefore her 
marriage should not be postponed beyond that age 1 . 
At this time the ritual of marriage in the case of 
girls was regarded as corresponding to that of upana- 
yana in the case of boys ; if the eighth year was the 
proper time for the latter, it ought to be the ideal 
time for the former also. A girl of 8 was Gauri and 
was therefore the most suitable one for marriage. 

The V edic marriage mythology referred to Soma, 
Gandharva and Agni as the earlier divine husbands 
of the bride ; her human husband was the fourth 
one. Writers of this period began to advocate the 
view that the different divine husbands get jurisdic- 
tion over the girl when different signs of impending 
puberty manifest themselves at different ages. They 
pointed out 2 that one should forestall them all by 
marrying the girl at the age of 8 or 9. 

1 ifhft I 

STcT II 
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• B.ihadycma, III, 21-22. 

2 5 dsrT^ dWt ^ i 

TST:«FT& | nwwf II ' 

eTWT|gr?<Wi|i nmwigneff I Samvarta in SCS, p. 218. 



II ] K8HATRI Y AS AGAINST PRE-PUBERTY MARRIAGES 69 

The custom of pre-puberty marriages became 
common among the Brahmanas alone in the beginn- 
ing ; one writer even of the 17th century a. d. ob- 
serves that the Kshatriyas are not expected to follow 
it 1 . Life was more ephemeral in the ca.se of the 
members of the fighting classes than it was with the 
rest of the community ; they naturally refused to 
follow the new custom, which would have enor- 
mously increased the number of child widows in their 
community. We can therefore well understand how, 
in spite of the universal and terrible condemnation of 
the post-puberty marriages by Smriti writers from 
c. 200 a. d., child marriages did not come into vogue 
among the Kshatriyas for a long time. Heroines of 
most of the Sanskrit dramas written during the period 
•100-1200 a. d. are grown up brides at the time of 
their marriages ; this is so because they mostly belong 
to Kshatriva circles. There are many historic 
examples of grown up marriages among the Rajputs 
during the medieval period. This will now cause no- 
surprise to the reader. 

Post-puberty marriages continued as local customs 
also in some of the areas that continued to be under 
the influence of the old pre-Aryan culture. This, 
for example, is the case in Malbar to the present day. 
A. 15th century commentator observes that among the 
people of this province, the attainment of puberty 
before the marriage is not regarded as a blemish 2 . 

1 ‘a*§ at arfl a F q i a ns r ti aHfaa: f wa aTgataw i a i q 
anpwffcnaf faaat a wf aatfhua t VMS., p. 771. 
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The influence of the matriarchate is responsible for 
Malbar’s bold stand against child marriages. 

In the course of time the advocates of pre-puberty 
marriages did not remain content with the girl’s 
marriage at 8 or 9. There was an extreme section 
among them that clamoured for a still lower age. It 
is represented in Brahma Parana, which recommends 
that a girl should be married at any time after the 
age of four 1 . Texts like those of Manu, which per- 
mitted a girl to remain unmarried even throughout 
her life if a suitable husband was not available, were 
explained away as emphasising the importance of a 
proper selection of the bridegroom, and not as per- 
mitting any post-puberty marriage 2 . 

The analogy of upanayana was also utilised for 
lowering the marriage age to this ridiculous extent. 
Parents anxious to ensure a, rapid progress of their 
sons in education were advised to perform their 
upanayana at the age of 5 ; marriage was the sub- 
stitute for upanayana in the case of girls, and so it 
could well be performed at the same early age. 

It may be, however, pointed out that, the extreme 
views above referred to, did not become popular for 
a long time. We learn from Alberuni that during the 
11th century a. d. the normal age of a Br-ahmana 
bride was 12 (II, p. 131). Parents in the lower sections 
of society, where the pernicious custom of the bride - 

*WTOn:«fagrT I 165,8. 
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price prevailed to a great extent, were the first to 
take advantage of the permission to marry girls at the 
age of 5 or 6 for their own selfish ends. Their exam- 
ple was later on followed by other classes, and the 
custom of very young marriages thus began to be 
more and more common. The ramification of the 
caste system into hundreds of sub-castes and the 
prohibition of inter-marriages among them from about 
the 8th or the 9th century a. d. further accentuat- 
ed the evil of child marriages. The selection of a 
suitable bridegroom was becoming progressively 
more difficult, as the field of choice was being further 
and further narrowed down by the rise of new water- 
tight. sub-castes. Parents did not like to take the risk 
of losing a good bridegroom at hand by postponing 
the marriage to a later date. Paradoxical though it 
may appear, it seems that the Bat.i custom, which be- 
came fairly popular at this time, helped the cause of 
early marriages to some extent. If the father died 
and the mother followed him on his funeral pyre, 
there would be a father-in-law at least to look after 
the young orphans, if they were already married. 
8o why not provide them with an additional guardian 
of natural affection by marrying them at an early 
age ? This reason for the child marriages prevailing 
in Bengal was given to Merchant. Pitch by the Bengalis 
with whom he discussed the problem in the 1 6th cen- 
tury. 1 The joint family system prevailing in society 
was also favourable for early marriages. Marriages 
could be performed long before* the husband became 


1 Dasgupta, Bengal in the 16th century A.D., pp. 128, 181. 
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an earning member, because his parents, uncles or 
elder brothers used to take care of his wife and child- 
ren till the time he began to earn. The economic 
condition of the country was fairly satisfactory and it 
did not therefore necessitate the postponement of 
marriage to the time the husband became an earning 
member. Naturally therefore society became more 
and more conscious of the advantages of early marria- 
ges and oblivious to their drawbacks. It further 
found that child marriages gave a good opportunity 
to the bride to know gradually the natures and 
idiosyncrasies of the different members of the joint 
family of her husband, to note almost imperceptibly 
his likes and dislikes , and to entertain an affection for 
him before the sex instinct had been aroused. There 
was further no chance of any scandals arising as was 
admittedly the case in the earlier era of post-puberty 
marriages. Nor Deed the parents entertain any ap- 
prehensions of a daugter slipping into a nunnery 
against their wishes. Of course society knew that 
under the system of child marriage there was the 
danger of widowhood overcoming a bride before she 
came of age. But such a calamity was believed to be 
a decree of fate, which could not be set at nought by 
any human efforts. 

The popularity of early marriages therefore -went 
on increasing in medieval times. Some enlightened 
rulers like Akbar disliked. them and recommended to 
their subjects that marriages should be performed 
after the attainment “ of puberty (Ain-i-Akbari, 
p.277). The advice, however, produced no effect. 
A number of foreign travellers and merchants 
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tell us that boys and girls were married in India 
several years earlier than the time of puberty. 
Fitch, a 16th century English trader, has noted 
that boys and girls were married at Murshida- 
bad *n Bengal at the age of 10 and 6 respectively 
(l)asgupta, p. 181). Manucci tells us that during the 
17th century girls were often married before they were 
able to speak, but never after the age of 10 (Yol. 
Ill, pp. 50-60). According to Tavernier, the usual 
marriage age was 7 or 8 (Vol. II, p. 197). One of 
the Brahma, na. generals of the Peshva was filled 
with great anxiety because his daughter’s marriage 
could not be arranged at the age of 9. ‘ If the marri- 

age is postponed to the next year,’ he writes from the 
battle-field, ‘ the bride will be as old as 10. It, will 
be a veritable calamity and scandal.' 

8 or 9 was the usual marriageable age of girls at 
the advent of the British rule. With the introduc- 
tion of western ideas and civilisation the educated 
sections of society began to feel the necessity of defer- 
ring marriages to a more advanced age. Social con- 
ferences began to advocate the cause of post-puberty 
marriages during the nineties of the last century, but 
their efforts were not appreciably successful till the 
beginning of the 20th century. The terrible havoc 
caused by the plague advanced the marriageable age of 
girls from 8 to 12 or 18. Society, however, was still 
afraid to cross openly the fateful age of puberty. 
The gradual disruption of the joint family system, 
the progressive realisation of tlfe usefulness of female 
education, and above all, the hard necessities of the 
economic struggle for existence have now induced the 
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advanced sections of Hindu society to throw over- 
board the Smriti injunctions, and to openly adopt 
post-puberty marriages. If, on account of economic 
factors, youths find it necessary to postpone marriage 
to the age of 24 or 25, they have naturally to choose 
their partners in life who are at least 16 or 17 at the 
time of the marriage. The Sarda Act, which has laid 
down 18 and 14 as the minimum legal age of marriage 
for boys and girls respectively, follows the actual 
practice of the advanced middle classes of society. 
Of course early marriages still prevail in lower sections 
of the community, and working on the data of the 
census of 1921, the Ago of Consent Committee of 1929 
computed that about 89% of girls were married before 
the age of 10. But the factors favouring late marriages 
will soon begin to operate even in the case of lower 
classes and in less than a generation post -puberty 
marriages will become the order of the day. 

The passing of the Sarda Act in 1929, penalising 
the marriages of girls before the age of 14, produced 
a reaction in the orthodox section of Hindu society, 
some members of which proceeded to openly break the 
law. Their protests and propaganda, however, are 
not likely to help the cause of the child marriage to 
any appreciable degree. 'The fact is that all those 
secular causes, which favoured the custom of the child 
marriage, are rapidly disappearing now. The joint 
family system is disintegrating, the economic struggle 
is becoming hard, and the theory that girls need not 
be educated like boys has ceased to appeal to society. 
The injunction of the later Smritis prescribing pre- 
puberty marriages is of course there, but the thought- 
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ful section of Hindu society feels that it should be 
now set aside in favour of the view of the earlier 
Dharmas'astra writers, who permitted the postpone- 
ment of girls’ marriages to about the age of 16 or 17. 
In accepting and following the theory of post-puberty 
marriages Hindu society is merely returning to the old 
custom of the Vedic and Epic times. It need not there- 
fore be regarded as anti-religious at all. The main 
reason that wa.s responsible for popularising post- 
puberty marriages in the early period of H indu history 
was the great concern which society felt over the ques- 
tion of girls' education. Precisely the same reason 
is now helping the cause of post-puberty marriages. 
In the past « few ladies known as Brahma vadims used 
to remain for ever unmarried, as they were anxious to 
devote themselves entirely to the cause of learning and 
religion. The phenomenon is repeating itself in 
modern times. To-day also we haVe some ladies in 
society, who prefer to remain unmarried because they 
want to devote themselves to the cause of education 
and social service. The recently founded Servants 
of Women Society of Poona, has laid it down that its 
members shall remain unmarried, so that they should 
find it possible to devote themselves wholly and solely 
to the cause of the Society. 

When the pendulum is now moving towards the 
direction of late marriages, it is necessary to point 
out that they also have their own defects and draw- 
backs. The marriage of a girl at the age of 10 is as 
undesirable as her marriage at* the age of 80. There 
should be post-puberty marriages, no doubt, but 
they should not be normally postponed to beyond 
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the age of 18 or 20. We have shown in Chapter I 
(ante, pp. 81-38) how the secondary and higher educa- 
tion of girls can be finished before this time. One 
Dharmasiitra writer has pointed out that both 
the bride and the bridegroom ought to be in the 
prime of their youth at the time of their marriage ; 
not a single hair of theirs should have grown gray 
at that time. This point has to be remembered 
when the marriage age is being gradually raised every 
decade. Society therefore must be vigilant and should 
not countenance any tendency to postpone girl’s 
marriage beyond the age of 18 or 20. 

In the Yedic and Upanisliadic periods when post- 
puberty marriages were the order of the day, reli- 
gious and spiritual ideals were held in high veneration 
by the community ; they used to permeate the atmos- 
phere of society and raise up its moral tone. This 
used to help growh-up maidens and youths in follow- 
ing the rules and discipline of the Brahma chary a, life. 
Unless there is a similar or corresponding atmosphere 
in society, it will not be able to reap the full advantages 
of post-puberty marriages. If youths and maidens, 
who have to remain unmarried till an advanced age, 
have to live in a society full of temptation and charac- 
terised by a vitiated taste, their late marriages would 
not be much better than the child marriages of the last 
century from the eugenic point of view. 

Before concluding this section it may be pointed 
out that child marriages were quite common in Europe 
also for a long time. In ancient Rome maidens were 
married at the age of 10 or 12 (Muller, Family, p. 260). 
In the age of chivalry girls were often married at the 
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age of 5, simply because marriage was a matter of 
military tactics and territorial alliances. The rule 
of the church, that boys and girls should be married 
at the age of 15 and 12 respectively, was openly 
Houte'cU. hi England, especially in the upper classes, 
child marriages were common in Tudor times. Some- 
times they were performed when the parties were only 
4 or 5 ; they were, however, voidable before the time 
of consummation (Mtiller, p. 114). Child marriages 
were less common among the working classes. Though 
in actual practice, late marriages became common 
in England by 1850 a. d., still down to 1929, 
the minimum legal age of marriage continued to be 
.12 tor girls and 14 for boys. In that year the Parlia- 
ment raised it to 10 both in the cases of girls and 
boys, partly as a reaction to the introduction of the 
Sarda Bill in the Indian Legislature. 

The Settlement ok Marriage. 

Let us now see what part the bride took in the 
settlement of the her marriage. It naturally varied, 
in different periods. In early times when brides were 
16 or 17 at the time of their marriage, they had a more 
or less effective voice in the selection of their part- 
ners in life. The Yedic literature does not refer to 
parents controlling the marriages of their sons and 
daughters, though they must doubtless have played 
an important part in arranging and financing them. 
On the other hand we have references to beautiful 
brides selecting their own husbands 2 . Ksliatriya circles 

1 J. L. Dav es : A short History of W oman, pp. 237-61. 
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in society even conceded to grown-up brides the exclu- 
sive right of selecting tlieir own consorts, as is proved 
by the custom of Svayamvara or self-choice. 

The Svayamvara marriages of Savitri, Dama- 
yantl and Rukmkti are well-known 1 . In later times 
when the custom of early marriages came into vogue, 
the Svayamvara custom naturally died down. Girls 
of 8 or 9 could hardly be expected to make any 
intelligent, choice. We find that Agnipurana tolera- 
tes the custom 2 , but Brahmapuram definitely disap- 
proves of it*. Post-puberty marriages were in vogue 
in Kshatriya circles down to the middle ages, and 
hence Svayamvara custom survived there till the 
12th century A. I). Hence it is referred to in Samskrit 
poems and dramas, which mostly deal with the life in 
royal and aristocratic families. 

When society had conceded to grown up brides 
the right to chodse their own husbands, it was but 
natural that love marriages, arranged by the parties 
themselves, should have taken place with fair fre- 
quency. Some theorists went to the extent of advoca- 
ting that it is not the father or the mother, but the 
bride herself, who has the right of giving herself away 

1 It is often customary to refer to the marriages of SIta 
and Draupadi as having taken place by Svayamvara. This is, 
however, a mistake. The selection of the husband in their cases 
depended, not upon their choice, but upon the ability of the suitor 
to satisfy the specific conditions previously laid down. 

2 W>«UT F3RT ifaFT I 226, 41. 

n Chp. 21‘J. 
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in marriagei. This theory did not. tind general accep- 
tance, but forward girls like Devayani of Kurahgi 
took full advantage of it and proposed them- 
selves. Sometimes love marriages were consummated 
before the performance of the ritual ; these were 
known as (fandharva marriages ; we ha ve discussed 
them already before \ante. pp. 50-2). 

Details of how love marriages were usually 
arranged can be gathered from Sanskrit drama and, 
fiction and the Khmasutraa of Vatsyavana. The 
Dharmas'astra literature is silent on the topic, partly 
because it disapproved of (fandharva marriages, and 
partly because most of it was composed when child 
marriages had come into vogue rendering love unions 
impossible. References in Vedic literature to lovers 
yearning for each other, moving in each other’s com- 
pany, exchanging mut ual presents, using spells for en- 
suring reciprocal affection have been already given, 
(ante, pp. 58-9) and they will enable the reader to get some 
idea of how love marriages used to take place at that 
time. The most detailed and circumstantial descrip- 
tion is to be found in the Kamasvtras of Vatsyayana 
(III, 5). Love would start with the accidental meeting 
of the parties in a garden or a show. Sometimes these 
meetings used to be deliberately brought about by their 
friends or guardians, who were anxious to see them 


l Seo for instance, the arguments of Dusliyanta and Surya to 
Sakuntali and Kunti respectively when trying to win them over: — 

*T1?*R> S^STTcUS sf?TT|?4s tUcHH: I 
WR^SRRt SR I Mbh., I, 94,24. 
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united in wedlock. When once the hearts were stirred, 
the passion became stronger by subsequent meetings 
and associations. The girl would go to see her lover 
with her friends and vice versa. The parties would 
often play together and go to see a show or a fair 
in each other’s company. The lover would tell stories 
to his sweet-heart, and the latter would play music 
for the recreation of the former. Both would often 
go togther for sport in water at the time of bath. 
On such occasions they were usually accompanied by 
some friends or trusted servants. Mutual exchange 
of gifts was a normal procedure. A confession of love 
followed in course of time and it was tested by pre- 
tended illness. In some cases the parties would unite 
together and the formal marriage would follow with 
the consent of the elders, which was always presumed. 
Usually, how r ever, even in love marriages, brides did 
not regard themselves free to take the final step, as 
they felt that such a procedure would smack of dis- 
respect to their parents . 1 They would urge their 
lovers to make the formal proposal to their guardians, 
as they were confident of its outcome. Thus Suvar- 
chala. confessed to ^vetaketu that she had fallen in 
love with him, but asked him to make the formal re- 
quest to her father . 2 A heroine in the Kathasarit- 
sagara, with abashment writ large on her face, prayed 
her lover to open the topic to her father, as she did not 

1 *TT vm §*«*: facTT I 

SWTWJ essnrur wferoynwl ll Rimiyana, I, 82, 20. 

2 SWPcrf faSTT I 

faarr ll XII, 224, 88. 
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feel free to give herself away 1 . This procedure was 
no doubt an improvement over the alternative one, 
whereunder the bride took the final step on her own 
responsibility. The known love of a grown up daugh- 
ter would naturally induce the father to give his con- 
sent, even if he may not be very enthusiastic about 
the proposed union. If he felt that the match was 
unsuitable, he would usually take steps at an earlier 
stage to discourage the growing intimacy, and thus 
prevent the marriage. 

It is difficult to say how many marriages were 
preceded by courtship as above described during the 
time when post-puberty marriages prevailed. The 
percentage of such love marriages, however, was 
probably not very high. They seem to have been 
confined to Kshatriya, and well-to-do classes. In the 
vast majority of cases, even when parties were quite 
grown up, their marriages were usually arranged by 
parents, of course with due regard to their desires 
expressed or implied. Such, for instance, is usually 
seen to be the case in Jataka stories. The father, and 
more particularly the mother, were anxious to find out 
whether their choice met with the approval of their 
daughters or not. In many stories of the Katha- 
saritsagara, parents are seen anxiously enquiring 
which of the bridegrooms tentatively selected by 
them met with their daughters’ approval 2 . 

1 a ni s e* * H fiHHgWU wfom : I 

at* *iar ififtr. fqar ^ u 27, 81-2. 

2 q*T sfar wfsfHuma* 1 52, 108. 
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When from c. 200 a. d. child marriages became 
the order of the day, the state of affairs changed. 
Girls of 10 or 12 were incapable of exercising any 
choice worth the name, and so the whole responsibility 
gradually fell upon the father. The Hindu father has 
been always trying to discharge this responsibility with 
a solicitude, that has justly become proverbial. He 
passes sleepless nights when his daughter approaches 
the marriageable age. He does not mind even the in- 
sults that he has somet imes to pocket while searching 
for a proper son-in-law. In order to secure a very desir- 
able match, he often spends much more than what is 
the legitimate share of his daughter in the ancestral 
property. If she is very young, he cannot have 
the benefit of her mature views ; but his wife’s guid- 
ance in the matter usually ensures a selection that 
meets with his daughter’s approval, when grown up. 
Long association with each other before the rise of sex 
consciousness usually results in a, genuine mutual 
attachment between the couple. 

In the absence of the father, the responsibility 
of arranging the marriage would devolve upon the 
grand-father, brother or uncle of the daughter. The 
mother is usually placed last in the list of marriage 
guardians, the reason being that she was not usually 
the administratrix of her husband’s property. Being a 
widow she had no facilities to take an initiative in the 
matter. In the final selection of the son-in-law, her 
voice, however, counted a good deal. 

The dowry system did not stand as an impedi- 
ment in daughter’s marriage in ancient India. In 
prehistoric times women were regarded as chattel 
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and so it was the bride’s father, and not the bride- 
groom’s, who was regarded as justified in demand- 
ing a payment at the time of marriage. The bride- 
groom carried away the bride and deprived her family 
of her* services. He could not have dreamt of de- 
manding a further dowry or donation. Such a request, 
if ever made, would have been summarily turned down 
as preposterously unreasonable. The wife in these 
early times used to get no proprietary rights in her 
husband’s family. Nor had her father-in-law to 
provide any expensive education to her husband. 

Dowry system, therefore, was generally unknown 
in early societies, and the same was the case with 
ancient Hindus. In rich and royal families some 
gifts used to be given to sons-in-law at the time of 
marriage. Thus the Atharvaveda once incidentally 
refers to royal brides, bringing with them the dowry 
of a hundred cows 1 . Draupadi, Subhadra and 
Uttara also brought with them rich presents of horses, 
elephants and jewels at the time when they left their 
parents’ homes after their marriages. In Baghu- 
vahsa (VII, 32) we find the king of Vidarbha sending 
handsome presents with his sister Indumati at the time 
of her departure with her husband after her marriage. 
These presents, however, can hardly be called dow- 
ries, for they were voluntarily made after the marriage 

i mur smn srcrarT^ ygmwt amm i v, it, 12. 

In WSPT «TT *T I (B. V., I, 

109, 2.) the generosity of. a brother-in-lay is extoled. There may 
be a possible reference here to a brother giving a handsome dowry 
for his sister ; but this interpretation is by no means free from 
doubt. 
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out of pure affection. There are no references either 
in Smritis or in dramas to the dowry, i. e., to a 
pre-nuptial contract of payment made by the bride’s 
father with the bridegroom or his guardian. If the 
custom had prevailed to anything like its present 
extent, it would have been very vehemently condemn- 
ed by Smriti writers like the counter custom of the 
bride-price. We meet with no such condemnation. 
Smritis, no doubt, recommend that the bride should 
be given in marriage along with suitable ornaments, 
but their number and price is left entirely to the dis- 
cretion and ability of the bride’s father. A pre- 
nuptial contract in this respect is neither contemplat- 
ed nor countenanced. 

The dowry system is connected with the con- 
ception of marriage as a dana or gift. A religious 
gift in kind is usually accompanied by a gift in cash or 
gold. So the gilt of the bride also was accompanied 
by a formal and small gift in cash or ornaments. The 
amount of this gift was a nominal one for a long time, 
and did not create any impediment in the settlement 
of marriage. It is only in medieval times and in Raj- 
putana that we find the dowry system assuming alarm- 
ing proportions. This, however, happened only in the 
case of royal and aristocratic families. The extraordi- 
nary pride, which the Rajputs took in their ancestry, 
was mainly responsible for this development. A Raj- 
put youth of the bluest blood would be desired as a 
son-in-law by a large number of people, and so his price 
in the marriage market would sore high. The dowry 
system had become a positive evil of great magnitude 
in Rajputana from about the 13th or 14th century a.d. 
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In ordinary families, however, the amount of 
the dowry was a nominal one. It was a voluntary 
gift of pure affection and presented no impedi- 
ment in the settlement of the daughter’s marriage 
till the* middle of the 19th century. It is only during 
the last 50 or 60 years that the amount of the dowry 
has begun to assume scandalous proportions. A good 
education, a lucrative appointment, or a good foot- 
ing in a learned profession improved enormously the 
social and economic position of a youth, 'and made 
him immensely attractive as a son-in-law. He 
naturally acquired a high price in the marriage mar- 
ket.. There were no such factors in the pre-British 
period, when society was mostly agricultural and 
government appointments were not so lucrative as 
they are at present. So naturally anything like the 
present scandalous dowry system did not exist. It is 
now T high time for Hindu society to put an end to this 
evil custom, which has driven rnanv an innocent 
maiden to commit, suicide. There are signs to show 
that this custom is becoming unpopular and odious, but 
public opinion must assert itself more emphatically. 
The youth must rise in rebellion against it. The 
custom is really as heinous as the counter custom of 
bride-price, which has been so vehemently condemned 
by our culture. Proper female education, marriages 
at an advanced age, mainly settled by the parties 
themselves, and the awakening of the public con- 
science seem to be the only remedies that will even- 
tually stamp out the custom. 

For a long time astrological considerations like 
the tallying of horoscopes played no part in the 
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settlement of marriage. Grihya Sutras and Dharma 
Sutras nowhere suggest or recommend that horos- 
copes of the parties to be married should be con- 
sulted before deciding upon their marriage. The 
reason is quite simple. In their days the science of 
astrology was quite in its infancy and had yet to 
evolve or borrow the zodiacal signs. Complicated 
horoscopes of the modem type did not exist and had 
not to be consulted down to about 400 a. d. From 
the dramas of Bhasa it appears that astrologers of the 
3rd century a. d. were only concerned about the 
auspiciousness of the marriage day. Certain lunar 
mansions (nakshatras) were regarded as auspicious 
and parents used to take the precaution of celebrating 
marriages on their days. Astrology played no further 
part in the marriage ceremony. The science, how- 
ever, made rapid progress during the period 400- 
900 a. d.; it then began to play an important part in 
the making and breaking of matches. Horoscopes 
came into vogue at this time and began to be consult- 
ed at the settlement of marriage. 

Qualifications of the Parties. 

Let us now consider the question of the quali- 
fications of the bride and bridegroom. Wealth, 
beauty, health, intelligence and good family were the 
main considerations in the selection of the bride and 
the bridegroom. Naturally opinion was not unani- 
mous about the relative importance to be attached to 
each of these factors, and we find different advocates 
claiming superiority for each of them. In actual 
practice different persons must have been swayed by 
different considerations. 
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Dumb, deaf, blind or lame persons were naturally 
regarded as undesirable spouses. Marriages with 
them were however not regarded as invalid, probably 
because it was realised that they too have the sex 
instinSt and are perhaps in greater need for a partner 
in life than ordinary individuals. Levirate was current 
in early times and so even impotency was not regarded 
as an insuperable impediment. The instance of 
Pandu shows that in such cases the wife could get 
issues by levirate. Mann includes children of im- 
potent persons among his list of heirs 1 . When how- 
ever, levirate went out of vogue on account of its strong 
condemnation by the reformist school, marriages with 
impotent persons were declared to be invalid by wri- 
ters like Paras'ara and Narada. 2 Doth these jurists 
allow the wife of an impotent person to remarry. 
When, however, remarriages went out of vogue, this 
remedy became unavailable. * 

The present day rule, which prohibits marriages 
between persons of the same gotra, was unknown to 
society for a long time. The very conception of 
gotra as a. group of persons connected with each other 
by spiritual or blood relationship was unknown in the 
Vedic age. The word gotra occurs in the Vedic litera- 
ture, but it is used there in the sense of a cow-pen. 
The prohibition of sagotra and sapravara marriages 
does not go back to a period much earlier than c. 600 


1 § sit: i 
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b. c., and is probably due to the influence of a cognate 
custom prevailing among the non- Aryans, which inter- 
dicted marriages among the worshippers of the same 
totem. The prohibition first appears in the Grihya 
Sutra literature and is subsequently accepted bV' later 
writers. A sagotra marriage was very seriously 
viewed by Smriti and Nibandha writers, who could 
never think of validating it by the theory of the factum 
valet. The modem law courts also regard it as illegal. 
There is however no point in continuing this ban now ; 
gotras were originally merely surnames and members of 
the same gotra have no real tie of consanguinity. And 
even if we suppose that there originally existed 
such a tie, it would be hardly rational or eugenic 
now to prohibit marriages on that account. For, 
members of any particular gotra existing to-day are 
removed by hundreds of generations from its original 
founder. 

The caste also did not raise any insurmountable 
barrier in the way of marriage for a long time. Even 
in the days of Manu the system was much more flexible 
than it is today, both as regards inter-marriages and 
inter-dining. The question of inter-caste marriages 
cannot be discussed here in detail ; we may however 
observe that anuloma marriages and i.c., marriages of 
males of higher castes with females of lower ones, 
were not uncommon in society down to the eighth 
century a. d. Even orthodox Smriti and Nibandha 
writers regarded them as legal, though not commend- 
able, down to the 14th century a. d. DharmasSstra 
authors further lay down rules governing the shares 
of inheritance of sons born from wives of different 
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castes. 1 Nor do they forget to enlighten us about the 
different periods of ceremonial impurity to be ob- 
served in case the relation dying happens to be of a 
different caste 2 . That rules on these points should be 
found* necessary to be laid down shows that inter- 
caste marriages of the ambloma type were not infre- 
quent at least among the Brahmanas, Kshatrivas and 
Vaisyas. 

Epigraphies! and literary evidence shows the 
same thing. The Brahma, na king Agnimitra of the 
$unga family had married a Kshatriya princess named 
Malavika in c. 150 b. c. A fifth century inscription 
records how a Brahmana of a respectable family, 
Soma by name, had married a Kshatriya lady ‘in 
accordance with the precepts of Gratis and Smritis’ 3 , 
and not. out of any frivolity. The Vakataka minister 
Hastivarman was descended from him. At about 
the same time a Kadamba ruler, though a Brahmana 
by caste, gave his daughter in marriage to the Guptas, 
who were Vaisyas. As the bride belonged to a higher 
caste than the bridegroom, this was not only an inter- 
caste but also a pratiloma marriage, which is very vehe- 
mently condemned by Smriti writers. The founder 
of the Pratlhara family, king Harichandra (c. 550 
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a. d.), had both a Brahmana ^nd a Kshatriya wife. 
The father of poet B5na had a $udra wife as well, 
and her children were living in the same household. 
Rajasekhara, a poet laureate at the Gurjara Pratih&ra 
court, had married a cultured Kshatriya latly in 
c. 860 a. d. In- the Kathasaritsagara w r e often find 
the daughter being asked by her father as to which of 
the suitors belonging to the four castes met their 
approval 1 . When Bralnnana As'okadatta was mar- 
ried to a princess, the author of the above book 
records his hearty approval of the union ; ‘ the marriage 
between the princess and the Brahmana youth ap- 
peared to mutual advantage like the union of learning 
with modbstv 2 . 

It was from about the 10th century a. d. that 
intercaste marriages began to go out of fashion. 
Alberuni (c. 1020 a. d.) observes that the Brahmanas of 
his day no longer availed themselves of the permission 
to take wives from the three lower castes. Kalhana. 
the 12th century Brahmana historian of Kashmir, had 
to record the marriage of a sister of king Sahgrama- 
raja (1008-1028 a. d.) with a Brahmana youth. 
The marriage evidently shocked him, and he does not, 
fail to express his regret that the king should not have 
realised how he was bringing his family into disgrace 
by such an intercaste union 3 . Several 16th and 
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17th century travellers have noted how intercaste 
marriages were quite unknown to the contemporary 
Hindu society. 

Intercaste marriages were permitted down to the 
10th century because the cultural differences between 
the members of the different twice-born castes were 
not many or far-reaching. They all performed 
upannyana, and observed the various sacraments 
laid down for them. They were all non-vegetarians ; 
even Bralimanas used to eat meat when they took part 
in Vedic or ancestral sacrifices. Things began to 
change gradually, and by about the 9th century, the 
cultural gulf between different castes became too wide 
to permit of happy and harmonious inter-marriages. 
Under the influence of growingly rigorous notions 
of puritanism Bralimanas gave up Vedic sacrifices 
and meat-eating ; not content with one daily bath, 
they began to have two or even •three ablutions a 
day. Sandhya prayers could never have been more 
than two in the earlier times, now a third one was 
added at the midday. A number of new vratas 
came to be prescribed. The Brahmana community 
as a whole used to conform to the new standard as 
much as possible. Other castes, however, could not 
only not follow the new standard, but found it difficult 
to maintain the old one. Thus all the dvijas, i.e., 
Bmhmanas, Kshatriyas and Vaisyas, were authorised 
to study the Vedas. From Alberuni, however, we learn 
that the Vaisyas had ceased to avail themselves of 
this privilege long before the 10t?h century, and even as 
regards Kshatriyas, although a few of them were still 
studying the Vedas, marriage and other ceremonies were 
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performed in their ease with Pauranik and not with 
Vedic prayers and formula. This shows that the rule 
permitting Vedic studies to them had practically be- 
come a dead letter. Ksliatriyas and Vaisyas could 
not accept the prohibition of meat-eating, laid down 
and followed by Brahma, nas. When the cultural 
differences between the Bralimanas and other castes 
had' become so wide, inter-caste marriages were found 
to be highly undesirable. How could, for instance, 
the marriage between a vegetarian and a non-vege- 
tarian be found feasible ? Marriages between Brali- 
manas and non-Brahmanas first went out of vogue. 
When Brahmanas made their own group endogamous, 
other castes followed suit, and in course of time inter- 
caste marriages even of the anulomu. type, though 
permitted by Smritis, disappeared from society. 

Who can deny that the prohibition of intercaste 
marriages was a? reform in the right direction 
when it was introduced ? The cultural disparity, 
which was its main cause, is however now diminish- 
ing owing to the wide spread of a homogenous culture 
and education. If we consider the question of inter- 
caste marriages in modern Hindu society from the 
cultural and sociological view point, as distinguished 
from the theological one, we shall have to conclude 
that their revival would not be against the spirit of 
Hinduism, if the parties contracting them are of the 
same cultural level and outlook. The few intercaste 
marriages that are taking place now a days usually 
satisfy this condition.* The t y cannot become more 
frequent until the cultural differences between diff- 
erent castes and sub-castes substantially disappear. 
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Marriage Ritual and Ceremony 

Let us now consider the marriage ritual. Its 
detailed description is not necessary for the purpose 
of tlys book : only a. few points of cultural and 
sociological interest will be noted here. 

Betrothal and marriage were the two main parts 
of the marriage ceremony. Naturally there was not 
much difference in time between the two events when 
post-puberty marriages were the order of the day. 
When, however, child marriages came into vogue, 
several months, and even years, would sometimes 
elapse between betrothal and marriage. This would 
often lead to peculiar complications. During the 
interval a better party may, for instance, become avail- 
able. In such a case, Smritis generally allow the 
former contract to be rescinded, but with due com- 
pensation to .the party aggrieved. Or, one of the 
parties may die. If it was the bricle, the bridegroom 
was always at liberty to select a different consort. 
But what if the bridegroom-elect were to die ? Smritis 
differ on the point. Some of them allow the bride to be 
married to a different person. They point out that 
betrothal is not marriage, and that the latter is complete 
and binding only after the actual performance of the 
ritual 1 . Some, however, regarded even a betrothed 
bride as a widow, if the bridegroom-elect died before 
the actual marriage. Manu holds this view ; he, however, 
allows the bride to be united with her brother-in-law 
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but by niyoga only 1 . This ultra-puritanical view 
did not meet with public approval ; it is in fact opposed 
to what Manu himself has stated in an earlier part of 
his work 2 . There is no evidence to show that betro- 
thed girls were regarded as widows by Hindu society 
if the persons to whom they had been affianced happen- 
ed to die before the performance of the marriage. 

We shall now briefly survey the marriage ritual 
in so far as it is necessary to understand its aims and 
ideals. When the hands of the two parties were being 
united in wedlock, they were informed that the union 
was being brought about at the behest of the god Sun. 
In the marriage sacrifice oblations wore offered unto 
Pushan, Bhaga and Aryaman, because they were the 
presiding deities over prosperity, good luck and con- 
jugal fidelity respectively. These were sought to 
be ensured for the new couple by the nuptial sacrifice. 
The parties then 'touched each other’s heart ; they 
may be two in person, but henceforward they ought 
to be one in heart. Then they ascended a stone, and 
the prayer was offered that their mutual love should 
be as firm and steadfast as the stone they were tread- 
ing upon. At night they were shown the Polar 
Star and Arundhati ; the bridegroom was to be as 
steadfast in love as the former and the bride was to 
be as chaste as the latter. . In the important ritual of 
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saptapadi, the bride and the bridegroom took seven 
steps together, and it was hoped and prayed that 
their future life should be full of love, brilliance, op- 
portunities, prosperity, bliss, progeny and holiness. 
Finally, the husband and wife took mutual vows that 
each would further and fulfil the hopes, desires and 
ambitions of the other in the spheres of religion, love 
and worldly prosperity. A prayer was offered at the 
end that, the affectionate union of the couple should 
never be dissolved. 1 

After the conclusion of the marriage, the ritual 
required the parties to observe a vrata for three days, 
during which they could increase mutual acquain- 
tance, but were to observe strict celibacy. It is laid 
down that during this period the couple was to sleep 
in the same room, but on different beds, and were to 
abstain from consummating their marriage. The idea 
was to emphasise at the outset on» the mind of the 
young couple that self control was as much necessary 
in married life as it was before. Some writers have 
recommended this vrata for a longer period, if very 
capable children were desired (B. G. S., I, 7, 9), while 
others have complained that this ordeal, even if for 
three days only, puts too strong a strain upon the 
self-restraint of the newly married couple 2 . The 

1 iSee As. G. S. and B.G.S. for the details of marriage ritual. 

2 This is the view of Bcibhravya as quoted by the Kamasutra 
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qdfaifi re sryfiur ?f?r *rvffcn: i h § 

nww*w : n 111,2,4-5. 
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period of three days’ celibacy seems to have been 
selected as a golden mean between extreme views. 
If, however, a couple felt unequal to the ordeal, 
the marriage was allowed to be consummated on the 
first night 1 . 

The modem Garbhadhana or Dviragamana ritual, 
which is performed when the bride attains puberty, 
is unknown to the Sutras, which take it for granted 
that a marriage would be ordinarily consummated on 
the 4th night, as both the bride and the bridegroom 
were quite grown up. Writers of a later age, who were 
acquainted only with child marriages, could not 
naturally understand this assumption. Some of them, 
therefore, explain away Chaturthlkarma, as a ritual 
unconnected with the consummation of marriage 2 , 
while others like Mitramis'ra adopt the more conven- 
ient course of omitting it altogether from their des- 
cription of the marriage (VMS, p. 848). 

When girls were married at the age of 9 or 10, 
the consummation of the marriage naturally took 
place some years afterwards. A separate Sans- 
kSira called Garbhadhana came to be prescribed for 
the occasion. It was performed on the attainment 
of puberty by the bride. From Alberuni we learn 
that this SanskSra had become common in the 11th 
century a. d. (II, p. 156). The reader will find its 
description in a medieval digest like the Smritichandrika. 

When did the marriage become complete and 
binding ? We have seen already that betrothal was 

Talavakira quoted by Chandrakinta on Q. G. S., II. 8, 22. 

2 See Saunaka in VMS, p. 845. 
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not deemed sufficient for the purpose. The majority 
view is that the parties become husband and wife 
at the end of the saptapadi, when the bride also 
passes into the gotra or the family of the husband. 1 
The minority view is that it becomes complete only 
on its consummation.- In early times when post- 
puberty marriages were in vogue, the difference bet- 
ween the two views was more or less academical, as 
the consummation followed on the 4tli night at the 
latest. In later times when child marriages became 
the order of the day, the question assumed a vital 
importance. If the marriage was incomplete before 
its consummation, a girl would be at liberty to marry 
again as a maiden, if her husband died before that 
event. Society, however, did not unfortunately 
accept this view, and held that the marriage should 
be deemed to be complete with the performance of 
the sitplapudi As a. natural consequence the problem 
of child widows arose in an acute form when girls 
began to be married at the age of 8 or 9. We shall 
discuss it in due course in Chapter V. 

Divorce. 

There is no doubt that the later Dharmasastra 
literature as a whole (200-1200 a. d.), while liberally 
permitting the husband to remarry during the life- 
time of the first wife, refuses the remedy of divorce 

ifrrf 5 faw I Mann, VIII, 227. 

2 fargr| 3* nhw i 

VRj: foot II 

Manu as quoted by Chandrakanta on G. Gr, S., II, 3, 13. 

7 [w.H.C.] 
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to the wife even when completely forsaken by the 
husband. Like early Christianity Hinduism also held 
that the marriage union was indissoluble ; Manu 
advances the extreme view that the wife’s marital 
tie and duty do not come to an end even if the 
husband were to sell or abandon her 1 . 

If, however, we examine carefully the earlier 
Dharmasastra literature, we find that divorces were 
permitted before the beginning of the Christian era 
under certain well-defined circumstances. It is in- 
teresting to note that even Manu himself observes 
elsewhere in his book that a wife is not to blame if 
she abandons a husband, who is impotent, insane, or 
suffering from an incurable or contagious disease 2 . 
This abandomnment of the husband practically 
amounted to a divorce, for Manu permits such a wife 
to remarry if her previous marriage was not consum- 
mated 3 . The children of the new union were legal 
heirs to their parents. In actual practice, however, 
down to about the beginning of the Christian era,, 
divorces and remarriages took place now and then in 
all sections of society even after the consummation 
of the first marriage. The Atharvaveda in one place 
refers to a woman marrying again, very probably in 

1 * ftuwfrwrimt VEfafaf | 

q* ftpiTPfhT: II Manu, IX, 46. 

2 TfcRT vrftanfof <n*rcH»n>w i 

* ccrmtefsr fe«wmw * * gmrnfr r* n ix, 79. 

3 UT qcHT 9T I 

vpsrf 11 ix, 175-6. 
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the lifetime of her first husband ; it lays down a ritual 
intended to unite her permanently in heaven with 
her husband (IX, 5, 27-8). Her second marriage of 
course presupposed a divorce. Dharmasutra writers 
(400 b. c. to 100 a. d.) lay it down that a Brahmana 
woman should wait for her husband gone out on a long 
journey for five years; Kautilya reduces this period 
to ten months only (III 4). If the husband did not 
return within that time and she was unwilling or un- 
able to go out to join him, she should regard him as 
dead and unite herself with another member of the 
same family or gotra 1 . Similar permission is given 
by the Arthaiastra of Kautilya which requires judicial 
permission before contracting the second marriage 2 . 
Jurists differ only about the period of waiting, which 
however never exceeds eight years. Parasara’s permis- 
sion to remarry given to the wife of a person, who is 
impotent or has become a religious recluse or is boy- 
cotted, clearly presupposes the possibility of divorce 
from the earlier marriage 3 . 

Kautilya gives detailed rules of divorce intended 
for the couples who found it impossible to live with 
each other. They were, however, applicable only to 
A sura, Gandharva, Kshatra and Paisacha marriages. 

1 sftfaT'OTTt I rfvtft VOT- 

i srarrcr sotottoott fHT«r*n sret qs 

srai wrg i sot 3>«f jsff ufhiTH i 

V.D.S., XVII, 67. 

2 SOTOT: «T t spfotfarqBJT Ofr&T I III, 4. 
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These marriages, though commoner among the lower 
sections of society, were not. unknown among Brah- 
manas and Kshatrivas ; divorce therefore must have 
prevailed among higher classes also to some extent. 
According to Kautilya, if the husband or the wife 
hated each other, divorce was to be granted. If a, man, 
apprehending danger from his wife, sued for divorce, 
he had to return to her whatever presents lie may have 
received at the time of marriage. If it was the wife 
who was the complainant, she had to forfeit her 
proprietary rights in her husband’s family. No 
divorce, however, was permitted, if the marriage were 
performed by any of the four approved forms (III, 8). 

How far these rules of divorce were availed of, 
it is difficult to say. Kecorded cases of divorce are 
not to be met with in Brahmanieal tradition. In 
Buddhist literature, however, we meet with a few. 
Thus we are told that a woman named Ka.ia refused 
to return to her husband, when she learnt that he had 
contracted a second marriage during her absence. 
At the request of the Buddha, she was taken in adop- 
tion by a certain king, who married her to a noble- 
man ( Dhammapada , II, 82 and comm.). The nun 
Isidasi had several divorces in her earlier life. She was 
first married to a merchant in Ayodhya, who aban- 
doned her within a month. Then her father married 
her to another person, who also disliked her and sent 
her back in an equally short time. She was then 
married to a third worthy, but this time the marriage 
did not last even for'a fortnight ( Therlgdtha , 72 and 
comm.). Majhima Nikriya refers to a family where the 
elders were anxious to divorce a discarded wife even 
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against her wish and marry her to a new husband 1 . 
It seems that parents in the lower sections of society 
were not accustomed to waste their time in inducing 
unwilling sons-in-law to accept unwanted wives ; they 
would rather bring about a second marriage, though 
the woman concerned may not be enthusiastic about it. 

The recorded eases of divorce, however, are few, 
and we have evidence in the Buddhist literature itself 
to show that divorce was rather unusual in cultured 
sections of society. Thus in the Kanhadipayana , I at aka 
(No. 414), a woman points out to her husband that 
though she felt no love for him, she refrained from a 
now marriage because it was not the custom in that 
family for a. wedded wife to take a. new husband. It 
is therefore clear that women in higher classes of 
society were very unwilling to take advantage of the 
custom of divorce, prevailing among the lower classes. 

At about the 5th century fi. c. a wave of 
asceticism passed over Hindu society. Though there 
was a good deal of opposition to it, the ideal of 
renunciation and purilanism, which it assiduously 
advocated, became eventually very well grounded 
in society by about the beginning of the Christian 
era,. As one of its natural consequences society 
began to hold that a girl could be given in marriage 
only once. To divorce one husband and to marry 
another, because the marital life was not happy, 
began to appear as a grossly sensual procedure. 

1 HTdf«rsrT wssTtm iNP i awn ^ 
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Society, therefore, held that even if the husband were 
a moral wreck, or were grievously ill-treating his 
wife, the latter could not claim any relief by way of 
divorce. It may be pointed out that the Romaic 
Catholic Church also holds the same view even today, 
as it regards marriages as indissoluble. In England 
down to the middle of the last century, a divorce 
could be had only by an Act of Parliament. During 
the long period of 140 years between 1715 and 1855 
A- d., only about 180 persons could get relief through 
Parliamentary legislation 1 . 

We may, however, point out that divorce went 
out of vogue only in the higher sections of Hindu 
society. The tfudrakamalakara, written in the 17th 
century, expressly permits it to $udras and other lower 
castes 2 . In the middle of the last century the Pan- 
chayats of several castes in Gujarat used to grant di- 
vorce. The Bombay High Court in the beginning re- 
cognised this right, but later on pronounced the custom 
as invalid on the ground of its being opposed to the 
spirit of the Hindu Law 3 . In actual practice at 
present, however, divorces are not difficult to obtain 
in the lower sections of Hindu society. 

In recent years some educated ladies have begun 
to advocate the legal recognition of divorce in Hindu 
community. This demand is to a large extent a 

1 Report of the Royal Commission on Divorce and Matri- 
monial Causes, 1912, p. 11. 

2 * 5T5WU ^ ^ I 
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Ncirada in Sudralcamatakara. 

3 Steele, Law and Custom of Hindu Castes, p. 26. 
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natural outcome of the present Hindu law of marriage, 
which is very unfair to the fair sex. Man is permitted 
practically to divorce his first wife by contracting a 
fresh marriage. He can even evade his legal respon- 
sibility of maintaining the discarded wife under the 
pl«a that she refuses to stay with him. How can a 
self-respecting woman stay with a husband, who has 
transferred all his affection to a, new wife and who will 
at best tr6at her only as an unpaid and unwanted 
maid-servant ? The number of young women, who 
have been in this way deserted by their husbands 
merely out of frivolity or whimsicality, is not small. 
The deserted wives cannot remarry, for neither law 
nor religion consents to sever their nominal marital 
tie with their heartless husbands. Some of them 
change their religion in order to contract a new legal 
marriage. 

This sta te of affairs is undoubtedly unsatisfactory ; 
it is against the spirit of what is best, in Hindu culture. 
There are two ways of improving the situation. The 
first and the best one is to render polygamy altogether 
illegal. It may be pointed out that some cultured 
classes in Hindu society, c.g., the Nagara, Brahmanas 
of Gujarat, have voluntarily foresworn the privilege 
of polygamy ; it is high time for all sections of 
Hinduism to imitate their noble example. If this is 
done and polygamy becomes illegal, the cases of desert- 
ed wives, who pass their days in misery while their 
husbands are leading merry married lives with new 
consorts, will disappear altogether. 

If, however, this step cannot be taken, divorce 
should be allowed in cases of proved and extreme 
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hardship. In the interest of the solidarity of society 
and of the purity of morals, it is desirable that deserted 
wives Should bo allowed the remedy of divorce, if they 
desire it. It should not be, however, granted at the 
instance of their husbands ; for that would enable 
them to evade their legal responsibility of maintaining 
their unwanted wives. The latter may find it difficult 
to marry or maintain themselves after the divorce. 

Should divorce be allowed on wider grounds like 
cruelty, insanity, long imprisonment, continued adul- 
tery etc. is a difficult question to answer. There can 
be no doubt that in the present state of the mentality 
of Hindu society, permission for divorce for the above 
reasons would be highly detrimental to the interests 
of women. Even child widows do not iind it easy 
to contract a new satisfactory marriage. Among 
divorced wives, not even live per cent, may 
succeed in arranging a good second marriage. The 
remaining 95 per cent, would be unable to remarry ; 
divorce may merely result in depriving them of their 
legal right of maintenance against their husbands. 

The introduction of divorce for reasons usually 
admitted as sufficient in the west would thus not be 
in the interest of women themselves. Experience 
in western countries shows that liberalisation of 
divorce laws usually leads to a slacker sex morality. 
In recent years in most of the western countries the 
rate of divorce has been increasing continuously like the 
velocity of a falling body, and the present tendency 
both in Russia and England is to restrict the facilities 
once granted. There is no doubt that the best interests 
of society require that the marriage tie should be nor- 
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mally regarded as permanent, and indissoluble. This is 
possible only if the ideal of marriage is very high. 
Both the husband and the wife have to develop self 
control and a high sense of responsibility. They have to 
realise* that human nature being what it is, tempera- 
mental differences are bound to arise now and then in 
daily life, and they cannot be got rid off by divorce 
and a second marriage. Happiness in family life is 
possible only if the husband and the wife are prepared 
to make groat sacrifices in order to accommodate them- 
selves to each oilier. 1 hvorce should be the last 
remedy in very exceptional case^. 



CHAPTEE III. 


Married Life. 

In this chapter we shall take a comprehensive 
survey of the married life. After indicating the 
treatment which the bride received in her new home 
from her elders, we shall discuss her duties in the 
household, the relations that existed between her and 
her husband and the ideals that they were both ex- 
pected to follow. We shall then consider the custom 
of polygamy and the evils that naturally resulted 
from it. The chapter will conclude with a note on 
the history and prevalence of polyandry. 

Early in the history of our civilisation brides natu- 
rally received affectionate and respectful treatment in 
their new homes ^s they were grown up and educated 
at the time of marriage. The Yedic marriage hymn lays- 
down that the bride should immediat ely take the reins 
of the household from her elderly relations 1 . Her views 
were usually to prevail in the household management 2 . 
Perhaps these statements have to be taken with a 
grain of salt, being of the nature of the eulogy and 
glorification of the new bride. Probably they refer 
to the wife of the eldest son in the family, who has 
become its de facto head owing to the old age of his 
parents, his unmarried brothers and sisters being still 
under his guardianship. Nevertheless we may well 

1 iWIift VI tariff I R. F., X, 85, 46. 

2 tot tot i 

w TOrerfffa «T^r w i a. f., xiv, i, 48. 
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conclude from them that the elders of the Vedic age 
treated the brides with very great consideration, regard 
and affection. They on their part used to observe 
proper decorum and treat their elders with utmost 
deference and reverence 1 . They could, however, 
join them at the common table, and take part in 
conversation 2 . 

Such continued to be the case down to c. 500 b. c. 
We must of course allow for individual temperaments. 
In the days of the Buddha, when brides were still 
about 1G at the time of marriage, we come across 
some cases of daughters-in-law seeking refuge in 
nunneries in order to escape from the tyranny of their 
mothers-in-law. We .sometimes lind the latter striking 
their daughters in-law in rage with a. pestle and with 
fatal results 3 . As against these cases, however, it 
has to be noted that we sometimes find mothers-in- 
law also donning monastic robes in order to escape the 
ill-treatment of their daughters-in-law ( Dhp , 115 ; 
Tltg, xlv and comm.). There is a case on record where 
even a father-in-law was hounded out of his house 
by his four energetic daughters-in-law (Dhp, 824 and 
comm). One daughter-in-law had a resourceful brain ; 
she cunningly led her mother-in-law into a tank 
haunted by crocodiles, and the expected result followed 
(Jataka, No. 432). We also come across a son resolv- 
ing not to marry because of his observation that wives 

1 win: f^trr farilUHWfa « K. s., 31 1. 

TO I M. S., II, 4,2. 

3 Vivadavatthukathd quoted in J.A.S.B. 1933, p.59: Thg , XLV. 
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usually tend to domineer over their parents-in-law 
instead of showing due deference to them. 

The above cases of ill-treatment of daugliters- 
in-law and parents-in-law are, however, abnormal ones. 
We may well conclude that down to c. 500 u. c.*, when 
brides were grown up and educated at the time of their 
marriage, they received good and considerate treat- 
ment from their elders. They, on their part, used to 
show them proper respect. A Buddhist nun, while 
describing her married life, says : — 

My salutations morn and eve L brought, 

To both the parents of my husband, low 
Bowing my head and kneeling at their feet, 
According to the training given to me. 

(Thengatha,, English translation, p. 158.) 
The behaviour here described has been the normal 
one with Hindu daughters-in-law since very early days. 

When child r and illiterate brides became the order 
of the day, the tone of the treatment which was given 
to them by their elders in their new homes began to 
change. Their legal status also had changed by this 
time. They had ceased to be queens in their new 
households ; they were now regarded as pupils of their 
husbands, who themselves were still in the student 
stage. Being very young, inexperienced and nervous, 
they were naturally prone to commit mistakes in 
their household work and duties, and their mothers- 
in-law, who also were uneducated and narrow-minded, 
began to feel the temptation of showing their power 
and authority too strong. The daughter-in-law had 
not for a long time the consolation of even a glance 
or a word of affection of her husband. She had no 
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'opportunity to meet him in privacy, as her marriage 
could not for a long time be consummated on account of 
her being very young. The extent of the ill-treatment 
of the daughter-in-law is probably exaggerated, but 
there is no doubt that it did exist. We must, however, 
note that it was an age of authority ; sons, daughters, 
daughters-in-law had all of them to bow down before 
the orders and decisions of their elders. The latter, 
however, though sometimes stern in their behaviour, 
had usually the welfare of their wards at their heart. 

More vital for the wife’s happiness is the treat- 
ment which she receives from her husband. Since 
Indo- Iranian times the husband and the wife were 
regarded as the joint-owners of the household. The 
Yedic word for the couple, dampatl, etymologically 
means the joint owners of the house. The Avesta 
(Yashta, 15, 4) describes the husband and the wife as 
nmano paiti and nmano pathnl, showing thereby that 
they were equal partners and joint owners of the com- 
mon household. In actual practice, however, joint 
government or dyarchy, with absolutely equal rights 
and privileges to either half, is an impossibility in all 
spheres of life. Domestic government is no excep- 
tion to this rule. Discord, disorder and deadlocks will 
arise in - domestic management on some occasions if 
the husband and the wife are each allowed an absolu- 
tely equal power, and happen to possess conflicting 
and opposing views. To resolve these deadlocks, ulti- 
mate supreme authority has to be given to one of the 
two parties, and in patriarchal societies it is naturally 
the husband who is invested with it. In India also 
the case was the same. In the Hindu household the 
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husband is the senior partner and the wife is under 
his general guidance. 

According to the Avesta a good wife is one, who is 
obedient to her husband. The Vedic marriage ritual, 
however, does not enjoin the duty of obedienc'e upon 
the wife. Both parties take the same vows. The 
original Christian marriage ritual, it is interesting to 
note, specifically enjoined the duty of obedience upon the 
wife. She took the oath that she would love and obey 
her husband till the death, while the latter merely 
averred that he would love and cherish her. This 
deliberate differentiation in oath was a natural coro- 
llary of the theory adumbrated in Paul, V, 22, that 
the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the 
the head of the Church. It is interesting to note that 
even in 1928 a. d., the British Parliament refused to 
sanction the proposal to delete the reference to obe- 
dience from the wife’s oath. The Church of England, 
however, has in a way sanctioned the new proposal 
by deciding to take no action against a clergyman ad- 
ministering the new oath, requiring both the hus- 
band and the wife to love and cherish each other. 
The theory of the wife’s subordination is thus dying 
very slowly even in the west. 

Though supreme authority was clearly vested in 
the husband, the wife’s position was one of honorable 
subordination. In the Vedic and epic society we find 
that, the wife was treated with utmost courtesty and 
regard. It was well recognised that the wife was the 
ornament of the house ( B . V.,1, 66, 3) ; nay, the wife 
herself was the home 1 . The home management was 
1 artfa: i R. v., Ill, 58, 4. 
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under her direct charge and ordinarily, her views were 
to prevail there 1 . It was she who used to rouse the 
servants and assign them their proper duties (B. V., I, 
124, 4), and thus arrange for the normal running of the 
household. Early Indian literature does not recognise, 
even theoretically, the power of physical correction 
in the husband. In practice also it was probably 
very rarely excercised in the Yedic and epic times. 

When the era of child and illiterate brides came, 
the situation naturally changed. The marriage came 
to be regarded as the bride’s upanayana, the husband 
as her preceptor, and the stay at his place as the 
counterpart of the stay at the teacher’s house ( guru - 
kula). So, like the teacher, the husband also was 
endowed by later writers 2 with a limited power of 
physical correction over the wife, if she were guilty of 
a mistake or an offence. It may be pointed out that 
this power was conceded to the husband in the west 
also almost to an unlimited extent down to recent 
times. The calmness with which Chaucer describes the 
punishments inflicted on rebellious wives by their stern 
husbands is startling. We see a husband going to a 
doctor, making arrangements for the treatment of bro- 
ken bones, and then beating his wife with a pestle and 
breaking her legs for the offence of disobeying him 

1 33T i 
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by visiting a forbidden place 1 , in medieval .Russia,, 
the bride’s father supplied his son-in-law with a new 
whip as a symbol of his authority, and it was hung 
over the bridal bed. There was a proverb current in 
Germany during the loth century to the effect* that a 
woman and an ass existed only to be beaten (Hull, 
Women in Soviet Russia, p. 75). In England it was as 
late as in 1891 a. d., that the husband’s right to inflict 
corporal punishment on his wife was first denied by 
the law courts. A sessions judge in Madras presidency 
had recognised this right in 1986, but his view was 
overruled by the High Court. The above facts will 
show that we need not feel very much surprised if 
Hindu Smritis, written 2000 years ago, have recognised 
the husband’s right to inflict a mild punishment on 
his wife, warning him at the same time that he would 
be liable in a court of law if he overstepped the proper 
limits in the matter. 

The normal relations between the husband and 
the wife were determined by the principle that there 
should be an absolute identity in their aesthetic, mate- 
rial and moral interests. This principle was recognised 
the Vedic age, and is approved by later Dharmasastra 
writers like Manu and Apastamba 2 . It is also em- 
phasised in the marriage vow taken by the couple 
that they would invariably cooperate with each other 
in the realisation of their aims and ambitions in the 


1 Abraham, English Life and Manners in the later Medieval 
Ages , p. 126. 
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spheres of love, wealth and spirituality. Social con- 
science was outraged if a couple did not honestly live 
up to its marriage vows. 

The principle of the absolute identity of the in- 
terests’of the couple followed as a natural corollary 
from the recognition of the fact that the husband and 
the wife are the complements of each other. ‘Mau is 
only one half,’ says a Vedic passage, ‘ he is not com- 
plete till he is united with a wife and gives birth to 
children 1 . The wise have observed, says Manu, that 
the husband is identilcal with the wife and vice versa 2 . 
It was therefore natural that the happiness of each 
should be regarded as depending upon the other. If 
there was complete harmony between the two, the 
house would be a heaven, it there was discord, it would 
be a hells. Wife is the keystone of the arch of the 
husband’s happiness. The house may be full of sons, 
daughters and daughters-in-law ; but* it is quite empty 
to a person if his wife is not there to supervise over it 4 . 
She is the surest solace to the husband, however try- 
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ing his worries and miseries may be 1 . She is the only 
friend, who never forsakes him in adversity. You 
may be in a forest, still your comfort is assured if your 
wife is by your side ; in fact a home without a wife is 
a forest 2 . Wife alone is the husband’s truest 'friend, 
counsel and companion 3 . Without her he cannot go 
to heaven either ; so, at the time of the symbolical as- 
cent to heaven in the sacrificial ritual he lias to wait till 
his wife comes to accompany him 4 . 

The husband is therefore to treat his wife as his 
dearest friend. The wife is the true friend of a man, 
says a Vedic passage, and the Mahabliarata concurs 
with it 5 . Buddhist thinkers also have accepted the same 
view 6 . Naturally therefore the husband cannot even 
think of pleasure, if his wife cannot participate in it 7 . 
Human beings are imperfect and the wife may be some- 
times cross. The husband must, however, put up 

• I 
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with her 1 . To maintain and support his wife is 
the most sacred duty of the husband, which must 
be discharged at all costs; otherwise, he would have no 
right at all to be called a husband 2 . Above all, he 
must be true to his vow of conjugal fidelity; its viola- 
tion is the greatest sin he can commit 3 . 

The wife on her part had corresponding duties 
and obligations. She was to try her utmost to promote 
her husband's happiness 4 . Neither the father nor 
the mother, neither a son nor a friend, can do for a 
woman what a husband will. The help these can give 
is limited, the help the husband can offer is unlimited 5 . 
Her real happiness is centred in her husband 6 . She 
must therefore follow him in adversity as well as in 
prosperity. Above all, she must be true to him in her 
marriage vows and lead the life of an ideal pativrata. 
The household management is primarily her duty, 

1 wf!m>Rftsfa n ararafsra are: i 
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to be discharged in consultation with her husband 1 . 
She is to frame a proper annual budget and regulate 
the daily expenditure according to it. If the husband 
is spendthrift, it is her duty to put a gentle check on 
his extravagence. She is to make purchases ‘’when 
provisions are cheap, and to store them properly for 
consumption throughout the year. She is to be the 
paymaster of the household. She is to look after the 
general needs and comforts of the servants by giving 
them old clothes and articles. General supervision 
over cattle and agriculture comes within her juris- 
diction, if the family is an agricultural one. If it is 
poor, she is to help her husband by taking her own 
share in the manual labour of the household manage- 
ment. Spinning, weaving and rope-making are to 
occupy her- spare time. If the family is well-to-do, 
knitting, embroidery, kitchen-garden, and household 
decorations are to engage her leisure hours. If the 
husband is away, she is to shoulder the whole res- 
ponsibility of the household, aiid discharge it with due 
regard to any instructions that he may have left be- 
hind. In times of difficulty, she is to be her husband’s 
counsellor; if he is unable or unwilling to follow the 
plain path of duty, she is to bring him round by sweet 
yet effective words 2 . That Hindu wives could do this 
successfully would be clear from the example of Draupadi, 
who won over Dharma to her own views by her clever 
and persuasive eloquence. Several Rajput ladies 
have emulated her example in the medieval period. 


1 
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A wife, who discharged all these duties, was the 
true pativrata. Sanskrit literature is full of passages 
in her praise. The sanctity of gods, sages and holy 
places is all centred in her. The world is sanctified 
by her existence, and there is no sin that would not 
evaporate by her mere presence 1 . A tear falling from 
her eye, when wronged, uproots even a mighty tyrant 
like Bavaria 2 . 

The ideal love and harmony between the husband 
the the wife have been beautifully described by Bliava- 
bhiiti. The dearest friend, the essence of all kinship, 
the fulfilment of all desires, a veritable treasure, the 
very life itself, — all these is a husband to the wife and 
vice versa 3 . Their love is uniform both in prosperity 
and adversity, and adjusts itself to surrounding circums- 
tances ; it affords the best solace to each other’s heart ; 
old age does not diminish its flavour ; when the veil 
of reserve drops down in course of time, it develops 
into an ever-abiding affection 4 . 

i trfaairt mfa sfrrfOr ucft<TT%<j i 
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The aim of the Hindu marriage is to help the full 
growth and development of the husband and the wife 
and to promote the preservation and progress of society 
and its culture by enjoining upon the couple the pro- 
creation of children and their proper education. 
Children, especially sons, were also indispensable 
for offering the monthly oblations to the manes, resid- 
ing in heaven. 

Motherhood therefore has been the cherished 
ideal of every Hindu woman. The birth of a son* 
immediately heightens her status. Ivisa OJautaim 
was not well treated for some t ime after her marriage ; 
things changed for the better the moment a. son was 
born to her ( Thy ., 153 and comm.). Devout prayer is 
offered in the marriage ritual that the couple may be 
blessed with sons and grandsons (X, 85, 4*2). Child- 
lessness was regarded as a great misfortune 1 , and every 
effort was made to overcome it. What a childless 
woman looks on, gods do not accept. India then 
needed more and more men and women to develop 
the country, and so the ideal was of a large family. 
The Vedic father was anxious for ten sons ; the number 
was reduced to eight in the Smriti period. 

The apotheosis of the mother has reached a. 
greater height in India than anywhere else. The 
son could never abandon his mother, even if she was 
boycotted socially and religiously. He was to respect 
her more than father 2 . Of course, there are also 

1 snsg^rr qr^fr ur qfrifrft i m ftr^fcnj^n afforem u- 

I S.Br., V, 8, l, 18. 
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passages which place the father and the preceptor 
higher than the mother (Many, II, 145-6), but these 
are probably due to later sacerdotal influence. Even- 
tually Hindu culture solved the problem of the rela- 
tive superiority of these three by classing them all 
together as at ig urns or supreme worthies ( Vishnu , 
81,1-2). 

The widow could not inherit the properly of 
her husband after his death; it passed on to her 
sons. Yet decorum required that they should live 
under the protecting care of their mother after the 
death of the father. They could not think of partition 
during her lifetime (Mann, IX, 104). She was in 
fact their dc facto guardian. Relations between the 
mother and her children were very tender ; people felt 
old not when their hair had grown gray, but when 
their mother was no more 1 . Mothers were never 
more unhappy than when away from their children. 
Kunt.I was separated from her sons, when they were 
banished for thirteen years. In her message to Krishna 
at the end of that period she observes that neither 
widowhood nor poverty have caused her that much 
affliction as her separation from her dear sons 2 . 

It may be pointed out that ancient Indian history 
knows of no matricides. In this connection an interest- 
ing anecdote is given in Amitayurdhyana Sutra. 
Ajatas'atru, who wanted to kill his father by starvation, 

1 cRT H cRT VRfcT I 

rRT 5TR 3 HTtTC*T *RT HRTT II XIII, ‘268,30. 
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discovered that his plan was not succeeding because 
a step-mother of his was surreptitiously carrying him 
nourishment by smearing honey to her person. When 
he decided to kill this step-mother, his ministers 
remonstrated and said, ‘ Bad kings, 18,000 in nhmber, 
have killed their fathers, but we have vet not heard of 
any, who has killed his mother’. Upon this, we are 
told, Ajfttasat.ru gave up his plan ( $.!?.£?, XLTX, 
Part ii, p. 103). 

The only matricide known to Indian tradition 
is Parasurama. In his case the legend is probably 
invented to emphasise the duty of obeying the father. 
It may be pointed out that the lirst boon, which Para- 
sura ima asks of his father after carrying out his 
fiendish command, is his mother’s resurrection with the 
proviso that she should never recollect her murder 1 . 

A i few lines may be conveniently devoted here to 
the delineation *of the family ideal. The words of a 
Vedic sage may be ({noted in this connection. ‘The 
husband and the wife are to be of one mind : the matron 
is to be noted for the sweetness of speech : brothers 
and sisters are to be of one accord ; sons are to be 
smart and intelligent so as to carry on and further 
the work of the father’-. The Vedic ago required the 
householder to tend three sacred tires, Ahavaniya, 
Garhapatya and Dakshineya. Social thinkers of a 
later age pointed out that this can be best done only 

1 ^ atrctr # i MMi-, ill, H7 ,js. 
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by showing proper respect to parents, by promoting 
the welfare and happiness of the wife, children and 
servants, and by offering willing and effective help to 
self-sacrificing public workers (Any. Ni., IV, p. 44). 

The above picture of the ideal family life is indeed 
very attractive. Let us now see how far the ideal was 
attained in actual life in ordinary families. We 
shall confine ourselves here mainly to the relations 
between the husband and the wife. 

There is no doubt that the average Hindu wife 
lived up to the ideal. Sita voluntarily exiling herself 
in order to share her husband’s afflictions and Gan- 
dharl refusing to use her eyes, lest she should enjoy a 
pleasure denied to her consort, are but typical exam- 
ples of (he average devoted Hindu wife. Hundreds 
and thousands of others have followed similar courses, 
but they were too humble in society to be knoWn to 
history or tradition. The conjugaf fidelity of the 
Hindu wife is proverbial. She -lias stood the most 
trying test. She has lived up to the ideal of Sita 
and Savitri. 

Did husbands in ancient India carry out their 
conjugal duties as devotedly as their spouses? Did 
they live up to the high ideal laid down for them ? 
Did they make a serious effort to carry out the obli- 
gations laid down in marriage vows ’? It is not easy 
to answer these questions confidently for the com- 
munity as a whole. But it has to be admitted that 
the percentage of those who honoured the marriage 
vows more by the breach than by the observance was 
much greater in the case of husbands than it was in the 
case of wives. Of course we are not to generalise from 
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stray cases of brutal husbands ; nor are we to draw 
hasty conclusions from some caustic popular sayings 
like * One may save oneself even by sacrificing one's 
wife.’ Such sayings are cynical observations of a few 
persons with an abnormal mental constitution ; 
they do not reflect the opinion or indicate the 
practice of the society as a. whole. There are 
several instances to show that such theories were 
not followed in practice by the average husband. 
We have, for instance, the story of BakSsura where 
the husband refuses to follow the advice of his wife, 
who persistently implored that she should be sacri- 
ficed in order to save the family. In the JSladhyama- 
vyayoga of Bhasa the head of the family is in a similar 
predicament, but he also does not think of surrender- 
ing his wife in order to save himself or his family. 

In the presence of the sacred Fire the husband 
promised his wife that he will never forsake her in 
his pursuit of pleasure, wealth and spirituality. Our 
complaint is that the delinquents who violated this 
vow were not severely dealt with by society. It. 
tolerated polygamy ; it did not for a long time give any 
proprietary rights to the wife; later on when renun- 
ciation of the worldly life became popular, it did not 
condemn the action of those persons who used to 
desert their wives in pursuit of their spiritual ideals. 
All this affected the position of the wife very adversely. 

It is true that monogamy normally prevailed in 
Hindu society. The word dampatl ‘ two joint owners 
of the household ’ Excludes a third person from the 
conjugal life. The ritual too does not provide for the 
association of more than one wife in the normal sacri- 
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fice. The Vedic gods also are monogamous. In 
practice, however, polygamy often prevailed in (he 
rich and ruling sections of society. It was fairly 
common among kings and nobles, who often found it 
a useful instrument in strengthening their political 
power by contracting numerous but judicious matri- 
monial alliances. The rich probably regarded plura- 
lity of wives as a proof of their wealth, reputation 
and social position. Polygamy of course was a luxury 
beyond the means of the poor. A rich man can sup- 
port several wives ; a poor man finds it difficult to 
maintain even one 1 . References to polygamy are 
fairly numerous in the Vedic literature. The Rig- 
veda in one place compares a person attacked on all 
sides by his enemies to a. husband troubled by his 
jealous wives 2 . The Atharvaveda has numerous 
charms to enable a co-wife to monopolise the 
love of the common husband (H. g., Ill, 18). The 
coronation ritual presupposes four wives for the 
king, and in practice he may have had more. Father 
Manu is said to have had 10 wives, and king Haris- 
chandra had only a hundred. Even philosopher 
Yajnavalkya had two. There are some observations 
in the late Vedic literature to show that polygamy was 
well established in certain sections of society 3 . 

1 vrsRfttt srrc: sfafcr mhTt i 
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The main reason, however, for the occasional 
occurrence of polygamy even among ordinary classes 
was the great anxiety that was felt for the preservation 
and continuance of the family. For offering the pres- 
cribed oblations to ancestors so as to secure their con- 
tinuance in heaven, a son was absolutely necessary, 
and so society permitted the husband to take a second 
wife, if the first one was barren. Nay. we find some 
writers laying down that it was the duty of the 
wife to urge her husband to contract a second 
marriage, if she had failed to present a son to him 
( Kamasvlra , IV, 2). 

Sufficient time, however, had to be allowed to 
pass in order to make it certain that the wife was really 
barren. Ten years at least had to elapse before barren- 
ness* could be presumed. In case daughters alone or 
very short-lived children were born, a further period 
of waiting for three or four years was prescribed 1 . 

A concession that was intended to be given only in 
exceptional eases came soon to bo regarded as the 
normal right of the husband. Leaders of society, 
however, tried to nip tiiis tendency in the bud. One 
of them grows eloquent in describing the inequity of 
the procedure, if a husband abandons his wife with 

(Continued from tile last page.) 

view to lighten their domestic labour. When marriage means for 
the woman chiefly doing her husband's work, she desires to share 
him with others. The situation changes when a higher conception 
of marriage is evolved ( -f. L. Davies, p. 146 ). 
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whom he has solemnly promised to live for ever 1 . 
Another expressly prohibits a second marriage, if the 
lirst wife had already given birth to a son 2 . A third 
one declares that a man who marries a second wife 
without* a just cause, will be guilty of a sin, which can 
never be atoned 3 . A fourth one grows so indignant 
that he pronounces such a person as unlit even to 
become a witness in a court of law ( Narada , 1 , 180 ). 

Unfortunately, however, this condemnation of 
the second marriage did not produce the result desired. 
Supersession of the lirst wife began to become com- 
moner in well-to-do families from the beginning of 
the Christian era. The lowering of the marriageable 
age, that took place at. this time, helped this undesir- 
able tendency. Husbands would not always like to 
be bound down by the choices made by their parents, 
when they had not even entered their teens. Wives too 
were not cultured or educated enough to succeed in 
rivetting their husbands’ affections and dissuading 
them from the contemplated second marriage. The 
inevitable result followed. Supersessions on flimsy 
grounds began to become common in some sections of 
society. What pains one most is that they should 
have been justilied by some Smriti writers. We have 
seen above that some of our early thinkers tried their 
best to discourage this tendency by condemning it in 
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no uncertain terms. Even when they allowed a second 
marriage for the continuation of the family, they 
laid it down that it should be performed only with 
the consent of the first wife 1 . The husband was 
further required to look after her in th& proper 
manner, and give her a suitable allowance if she desired 
to live separately. 

Other Hmriti writers, however, have taken quite 
a different stand. They have propounded the 
astounding doctrine that the husband has the right 
to discard his wife any moment she proves herself 
disagreeable to him' 2 . This is a. monstrous principle 
and we feel pained to ffnd that some of our Smriti 
writers should have ever propounded it. This prin- 
ciple, along with the lowering of the marriageable age 
of girls, ■ produced disastrous consequences for the 
happiness of women. In spite of their anxiety to do 
everything to please their husbands, devoted wives 
began to be sometimes superseded, even when 
had given birth to sons. Smritis have no doubt laid 
down that sqch wives should be given a maintenance. 
It was not, however, easy for them to live in a kind of 
judicial separation ; for a section of the public was 

1 m ^"tbrnt ^tlTrf %TT ^ Site?!: | 
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always inclined to spread baseless scandals about their 
character if they followed such a course 1 . 

It is, however but fair to point out that in con- 
temporary times almost everywhere similar license 
was given to the husband in the matter of discarding 
his wife. At Home, a woman could be divorced be- 
cause she was childless, or disagreeable, or for any 
other similar reason. Women were allowed divorce, 
but they suffered socially if they availed themselves 
of this permission (Story of Women, p. 80). 

Owing to the growing helplessness of women on 
account of their illiteracy and ignorance, they be- 
came easier prey to ill-treatment and tyranny. The 
disappearance of divorce, permitted by earlier writers 
under certain circumstances, further embittered 
their life. "We have seen above (ante, p. 100), how one 
woman refused to go to live with her husband 
on learning that he had contracted a second marriage 
during her absence, and how she eventually married 
a. different person. Now things had changed com- 
pletely. Manu no doubt states that the husband 
should contract a second marriage only with the 
consent of the first wife, but this permission was 
merely a formal affair. If the wife refused to give it, 
the husband could still carry out his plan of the second 
marriage. If after that event a self-respecting wife 
found it impossible to live « with her husband, and 
proceeded to leave his household, she was to be 
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compelled to stay with him. The only concession 
that Manu shows to her is to permit her to stay with 
her parents, provided she did not claim any main- 
tenance (IX, 88). All this treatment laid down for 
the wife is a natural consequence of Manu’s theory 
that marriage establishes the supremacy of the hus- 
band over the wife 1 . This view soon became quite 
popular; we find Kalidasa, subscribing to it-. 

It is no wonder that under such circumstances 
unreasonable demands should have been made on 
wives. The husband may be self-willed, lie may be 
even vicious ; the wife must nevertheless worship 
him as a god 3 . Such husbands of course may not have 
been many; what is surprising and painful is that 
they should have got some advocates even among 
Smriti writers. The impudence with which ludi- 
crously absurd sfories are sometimes narrated in later 
literature to illustrate the life of the ideal wife, who 
followed the above gospel, is indeed astonishing. 
Anasuya was a very obedient wife and an ideal pati- 
vrata, says the Markandeyapurdna At her husband’s 
bidding she once proceeded to carry him on her own 
shoulders to the house of a dancing girl. On the way 
the love-lorn husband kicked an angry sage, who was 
passing near him, and the latter forthwith cursed him 
to die before the sunrise. Anasuya proceeded .to render 
the curse inoperative byi prohibiting the sun from 
rising. The luminary could not of course disobey 

1 srcrcff »uu i Y, 152. 
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the command of a pativrata. The earth was plunged 
into darkness and gods got alarmed and intervened. 
They eventually succeeded in pacifying the angry sage, 
who was then induced to take back his curse. 

It *is no doubt true that such stories are intended 
to illustrate the power of a pativrata and her unswerv- 
ing devotion to her husband in the most trying cir- 
cumstances. They are not to be taken too literally. 
Nevertheless, the fact that their imaginary plots should 
have been conceived on these lines shows that the posi- 
tion of the wife vis-a-vis her husband had changed 
very greatly to her disadvantage by about the 4th 
century a. d 1 . The situation worsened with the abuse 
of the very guarded permission given to the husband 
to take a second wife. The concession was intended 
only for certain specific and unusual circumstances. 
But soon men began to think more of the permission 
than of the qualifying conditions. When this tendency 
manifested itself in society, it was the clear duty of 
Smriti writers to condemn it in the most unqualified 
manner. In stead of discharging it, many of them virtu- 
ally proceeded to encourage frivolous irresponsibility 
in men by permitting them to marry a second time, if 
the first wife were guilty merely of unpleasant speech. 
This shows a light-heartedness, which is hardly credit- 
able to any writers who profess to guide society. 

1 Some passages in Buddhis^literature show that even in the 
3rd century b. c. the slave type of wife, who would quietly bear 
all the ill-treatment of her husband, was regarded as the best 
one by some thinkers who preferred her to a wife, who would 
be her husband’s companion ( Jstaka ? No. 269.). The avail- 
able evidence shows, however, that this theory was not generally 
subscribed to before the Christian era. The prevalence of child 
marriages was responsible for its becoming popular in later times. 

9 [W.H.O.] 
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The different angles of vision with which the 
question of the remarriage of the widow and the 
widower was viewed at this time also show a growing 
'callousness to the feelings and sentiments of women, 
and an inordinate anxiety to avoid the le&st in- 
convenience and discomfort to men. We shall see 
in Chapter V how widow marriages were comple- 
tely frowned out of existence by about 600 a. d. 
The rising tide of asceticism, which was mainly res- 
ponsible for this development, did not however affect 
the position of the widower at all. Nay, strangely 
enough the prospects of his immediate remarriage 
brightened up. The earlier times did not hold that a 
widower could not discharge his religious duties except 
by marrying a second time. .The Aitareya Brahmana 
expressly states that a widower can continue his Yedic 
sacrifices even if he remains unmarried ; his devotion 
(sraddha) will be his figurative wife 1 . Vishnu (c.100 a.d.) 
does not regard remarriage as a religious necessity; he 
points out that an image of the dead wife can well 
serve the sacrificial purpose 2 . $ri-Ramachandra 
concurred with this view, for when separated from 
SitS, he performed his sacrifices with an image of 
his wife by his side. He did not deem it necessary 
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to marry a second time in order to have a living wife 
with him during the performance of his sacrifices. 
In course of time, however, widowers, who would 
spend their remaining life in nourishing the memory 
of theft departed wives, began to become rarer and 
rarer. A second marriage for the widower was soon 
declared to be a religious necessity by some obliging 
Smriti writers. After describing the funeral of the wife, 
Manu immediately proceeds to inform the bereaved 
husband that he ought to marry again 1 . How could 
household sacrifices be properly performed without 
the presence and cooperation of a wife ? The texts 
which permitted the performance of the sacrifices 
with the effigy of the dead wife were explained away 
with the usual ingenuity of commentators. The wife 
can never be represented ; she must be always present 
in person. She had to do personally some work in the 
sacrifice like the pounding of the rice etc.; obviously 
this could not be done by an effigy. So the second 
marriage was an absolute religious necessity for the 
widower 2 . It would not have been difficult to show 
that the same would be the case for the widow as 
well. The son was an imperative necessity for offering 
oblations to the manes, and it could well have been 
argued that a widow should lose no time in mariying 

* u v, 1G8. 

2 Cf. Apararka on Yaj., I, 89.: — SWWW 
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again for ensuring the continuance of the family. No 
Smriti writer, however, has cared to take this stand. 

We shall conclude this chapter with a few words 
on polyandry in ancient India. This custom was 
practically unknown to Hindu society. In the* Yedic 
marriage hymn Surya is married to Asvins; the latter, 
however, are not two persons but a twin deity. It is 
al&o true that there are some passages in Vedic litera- 
ture where the wife is mentioned in connection with 
husbands in plural. The plurals in these cases are, 
however, either generic or used majestatis causa b 
In later Yedic literature it is pointed out in several 
places how polyandry is not permissible, though 
polygamy is legal 2 . Smritis nowhere contemplate 
the possibility of polyandry, when they discuss the 
rules of marriage. 

It is only in the Mahabharata and some Puranas 
that we come adross a few stray cases of polyandry. 
The most well-known case is that of Draupadi, who 
was married to five Pandava brothers. Kunalaka 
Jataka (No. 536) also refers to a polyandrous marriage 
of a princess named Kanha. Krishna was another 
name of Draupadi and the Kaniha of this Jataka is 
identical with her as is shown by the fact that the 
names of her husbands are identical with those of 
PSnjdavas. Draupadi’s polyandrous marriage seenfts 
to have been a historic event ; otherwise the author of 

1 3*f: 3!Wf 5[T ST3TOT t K - V-> x, 85, 88. 

I A. V., XIV, 1,61. 

2 qsrot T5Rt jV I 

T. 8., VI, 6, 4, 8. 

Cf. also, A. Br., Ill, 28 ; G. Br. II, 8, 19. 
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the Mahabharata, who is at his wit’s end to justify it, 
would have quietly kept silence over it. Polyandry, 
however, seems to have been rarely practised even in 
the days of the Mahabharata. Kunti was pained to 
find tliat her well-meant direction to her sons that 
the brothers should evenly divide what they may have 
obtained should result in a polyandrous marriage 1 . 
Drupada also stood aghast at the polyandrous proposal 
of Yudhishthira 2 . The latter could justify it only on 
the convenient ground of family tradition 3 . He no 
doubt refers to an earlier polyandrous marriage of 
Jatila, but whether it was a historical event may well 
be doubted. The Mahabharata proceeds to give several 
fantastic reasons in justification of Draupadi’s marri- 
age ; only one of them may be given by way of illus- 
tration. Draupadi got five husbands in this life be- 
cause in one of her previous existences she had five 
times uttered the prayer to God, ‘Give me a husband ’ 
(I, 213). Later writers were so much upset by 

Draupadi’s polyandry that they refused to believe 
in it. The Tantravartika, for instance, maintains that 
Draupadl’s marriage with five royal brothers is to be 
understood only figuratively. Draupadi was not a 
lady in flesh and blood ; she stood for royal glory 

1 fsrhrcn ut cspftw jsft stare < 

jftf srcpftea It *UTT wfacffa?g*re SI 

Mbh., I, 206, 2. 

2 ufsir sr sfft 3ft sr 3 tt§ «w: ssreft i 

ft Jim II Ibid, 27. 

a «ref stjRre sire ss i 
• qqi+i lift II Ibid, I, 210, 29. 
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( rajya-lakshmi ), and her marriage with five brothers 
is only intended to show that they were jointly rul- 
ing their kingdom with absolute accord. Or, we may 
suppose, that the brothers were really married to five 
different ladies, but they were so much alike in person 
and character, that they came to be described under 
the common name Draupadi. Or, we should under- 
stand the situation in this way: Draupadi was 
really the wife of Arjuna who had won her by his skill 
in archery, but the epic describes her as the common 
wife of all the five brothers with a view to emphasise 
the extraordinarily cordial relations that existed 
among the brothers 1 . 

The fact is that polyandry was not in vogue among 
the Aryans even in the Vedic age ; whether it existed 
in any earlier period among them is also very doubt- 
ful. Its unexpected occurrence in the Mahabliarata 
has surprised ancf puzzled its readers, and so later 
commentators have sought to explain it away as best 
as they could. Polyandry is still current to some 
extent among a few non- Aryan tribes of Kashmir and 
Tibet, and it is probable that the Pan (lavas w r ere 
following a custom which they may have borrowed from 
either of these provinces. This would Suggest that 
they belonged to a stock of Aryans different from that 
of fhte Kauravas, and that thev entered India via the 
Gilgit pass in Kashmir or through Nepal. It is of 
course not possible to discuss the pros and cons of this 
interesting theory in this work. 

1 Vol. I, pp. 191-192 (English, Translation). 



CHAPTER IV. 


^he Position of the Widow, Part I. 

The Sati Custom. 

The position of the widow in society is one of 
the most important topics which the historian of 
woman has to discuss and elucidate. The treatment 
which she receives is often an index to the attitude 
of society towards women as a class. What was 
the general lot of the widow '? Was she allowed to 
survive her husband, or was she compelled to die with 
him ? If permitted to survive, could she marry again 
if she so desired ’? Did she receive a humane and 
considerate treatment from the family and society ? 
Could she hold or inherit property, f»o that she could 
lead an honorable and independent life after her hus- 
band’s death ? These are the main topics which 
we have to discuss in connection with the position of 
the widow. Of these, the question of the proprietary 
rights will be discussed in the ninth chapter. Here 
we shall take up the problems of Sati, levirate, remarri- 
age, and tonsure. Of these, the question of the Sati 
custom will engage us in this chapter and' the rest 
will be discussed in the next , which will close with a 
general survey of the position of the widow from age 
to age. 

The Custom of Sati »( Suttee). 

In prehistoric times there prevailed a belief in 
several societies that the life and needs of the dead in 
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the next world are more or less similar to those in this 
existence. It therefore became a pious duty of surviving 
relations to provide a dead person with all the things 
that he usually needed when alive. Especially when 
an important personage like a chief, a noblemdn or a 
warrior died, it was felt that his usual paraphernalia 
should be ‘sent’ with him. He would of course require 
his wives, horses and servants in the next world, and 
it would therefore be necessary and desirable to kill 
these all, and burn or bury them with him. Such a 
belief should have given rise to the custom of burning 
or burying the husband also along with the wife. 
Man, however, wielded supreme power in society almost 
everywhere and was not prepared to sanction a custom 
adverse to his own interest and comfort. It may, 
however, be pointed out that in Ashanti, kings’ sisters 
were allowed to marry handsome youths among 
commoners, but * they were compelled to commit 
suicide on the death of their royal consorts. 

The custom of the sacrifice of the widow at the 
funeral of her husband was widely prevailing in 
ancient times. There is no direct evidence to show 
that it prevailed in the Indo-European age, but the 
fact that it was practised among the Gauls, the Goths 
the Norwegians, the Celts, the Slavs and the Thracians 
would justify the inference that it was probably well 
established among the Indo-Europeans. It was quite 
common among the Scythians. In China if a widow 
killed herself in order to follow her husband to heaven, 
her corpse was taken but in a great procession 1 . 

1 Tawney : KatMsaritsagara, vol. IV, Terminal Essay on 
Suttee by Penzer. 



IV ] CAUSES FAVOURING SATl CUSTOM 137 

The general prevalence of this custom among 
the primitive warlike tribes is not difficult to under- 
stand. Fighting races are very jealous of their women 
and often prefer to kill them, rather than take the risk 
of theft* going astray after their husbands’ death. 
There was also the general belief, already referred to, 
thgtt the warrior will require in his next life all those 
things that were near and dear to him in this exis- 
tence. It was therefore as reasonable to bury his 
clothes, bows, arrows and horses as to inter his wife. 
The wife is usually the dearest relation of a man, and 
the visitations of a chief’s ghost were popularly attri- 
buted to his desire to be united with his quondam 
queen. Why not lessen these dreaded visitations by 
burning or burying her along with his remains '? 
This custom also made the life of the patriarch very 
safe ; it practically eliminated all possibility of any 
one among his numerous mutually envious wives intri- 
guing against his life. They all knew that even if 
successful, they had no chance of surviving him. They 
were therefore all care and attention to see that no 
preventable accident intervened to shorten the hus- 
band’s life. 

Whatever the real reasons may have been, we 
find, as shown already, that the custom of sacrificing 
the wife at the husband’s death existed among the 
Aryans in the Indo-European period. By the time 
they entered India, it had, however, gone out of vogue. 
We do not find it mentioned in the Avesta. Nor 
is it referred to in the funeral h^mns of the Rigveda, 
where it would certainly have been mentioned if it had 
been in existence. It is true that in the great contro- 
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versy that raged after the legal prohibition of the Sati 
custom by Lord William Bentick, it was argued that 
a stanza in one of the Vedic funeral hymns gives 
a canonical sanction to the custom. The case, how- 
ever, could be rendered plausible only by fraudulently 
changing the last word of the stanza from ag/e into 
agneh. The verse in question refers to women with 
their husbands living coming forward to annoint the 
corpse before it was consigned to flames, and con- 
tains no reference whatsoever to any widow immolat- 
ing herself on her husband’s funeral pyre 1 . 

The Atharvaveda, however, shows that the 
funeral ritual of the Vedic age preserved some for- 
malities reminiscent of the archaic custom of Sati. 
It shows that it was still customary for the widow 
to lie by the side of her husband’s corpse on the funeral 
pyre ; she was, however, asked to come down, and a 
prayer was offered that she should lead a prosperous 
life enjoying the bliss of children and wealth 2 . It is 
therefore clear that the Vedic age expected the 
widow r rather to remarry than to immolate herself. 

The reasons that led to the discontinuation of the 
Sati custom in the Vedic age can only be inferred. 
Probably the finer cultural outlook, that the Vedic 
Aryans had developed by this time, had convinced them 
that the custom was a barbarous one ; probably they 

1 Cf:-fTTT tffaST fffaSPg I 

Even when the last word is changed into agneh , it is only a 
forced construction that c^i detect in this stanza a reference to 
the widow immolation. 

2 vi OmR* fan $3* i 

*nf nxvin,2,i. 
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also found themselves in minority in India and felt 
the compelling necessity to increase their population 
in order to ensure their political domination. In 
stead of allowing widows to be burnt, they thought 
that it* would be better to encourage them to live 
and increase the population by levirate or remarriage. 

Whatever the reasons may have been, it is undis- 
puted that the Sati custom had gone out of vogue 
among the Aryans at the time they had entered India. 
We find no traces of it whatsoever down to c. 400 

b. c. The Brnhmana literature ( c. 1500 b. c. to c. 
700 b. c.) is silent about it. Grihyasutras ( c . 600 to 

c. 300 b. c.) describe numerous rituals and SanskSras, 
but the custom of Sat does not iigure among them. 
From the details of the funeral ritual and procedure 
given in them, we find that the widow was to be 
brought back from the funeral pyre, either by her 
husband’s brother or disciple, or by an old trusted 
servant 1 . From the . Taitlirlya Ar any aka we find 
that while returning from the funeral pyre, the widow 
took away from her husband’s hand objects like bow, 
gold, jewels, etc., which were burnt along with the 
widow in an earlier age. A hope was then expressed 
that' the widow and her relatives would lead a happy 
and prosperous life 2 . It is clear that the custom of 
Sati had died down long ago. 


1 arrfTflt st htTt 

wftr \ A.G.S., IV, 2, 18. 

sdbr f*re*T: n vi, l. 

The .verse is repeated twice more with the change of the first 
word into and gcpfpq . 
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The Buddhist literature also is unaware of the 

custom of Sati. If it had existed in the days of the 

Buddha, one feels certain that the great Sakyan sage 

would have started a vehement crusade against it. 

He who opposed sacrifices to gods, because dumb 

animals were immolated therein, would certainly 

have been exasperated by a custom which entailed 

the burning of human beings alive. So we may well 

conclude that even in Kshatriya circles the custom 

was not prevalent in c. 500 b. c. Megasthenes and 

Kautilya both do not mention the custom. The 

authors of the Dharmasutras (c. 400 b. c. to c. 100 

a. d.) and the writers of the early Sinritis like those of 

Manu and Yajhavalkva ( c . 100 a. d. to c. 800 a. d.) 

have laid down detailed rules about the duties of 

women and widows. None of them, however, even 

hints that it would be commendable for a widow 
«• 

to burn herself alive with her dead husband at his 
funeral. 

We begin to get stray references to the custom 
of Sati from about 800 b. c. The Mahabharata, a 
major portion of which was composed at about this 
time, knows of one, but only one, case of Sati, viz., 
that of Madri. But even in her case, it is interesting 
to note that the assembled sages try their best 
to dissuade her from her resolve. Madri, how- 
ever, is unmoved by their arguments. She says 
that she is determined to die with her husband, 
firstly because ,she was the cause of his death, 
secondly because she would be unable to control 
her passions, and thirdly because she may find 
it difficult to treat evenly her sons and step- 
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sons 1 . No argument of any religious merit is assigned 
by her or any body else. The wives of Abhimanyu and 
Ghatotkaclia survive their spouses 2 . The epic records 
no other case of Sati. There is a talk of Draupadi 
being consigned to flames along with the remains of 
Ivichaka, but that was merely for the sake of revenge 3 . 

As against this solitary instance of Sati in the case 
of Madri, in the 11th book of the epic we have the spec- 
tacle of hundreds and thousands of dead heroes being 
burnt along with their costumes, weapons and cha- 
riots ; in not a single case, however, do we find a 
widow burning herself along with the remains of 
her husband (Chaps. 31-83). The v Venlsamhara 
no doubt refers to the case of a Sati on the Kaurava 
battlefield (Act IV), but it is quite clear that it is due 
to the anachronism of its author. The epic itself 
states that all the widows of the fallen heroes remained 
behind and offered them funeral oblations 4 . 

1 vrafajRwiftnw i 

H cfHTftw «1HM I H T HWqam || 

h ^ i i, iss, 71-2. 

2 In his Kadambari Baua expressly refers to the case of 
Uttara in justification of the conduct of Mahasveta in deciding to 
survive her lover. We, however, find Uttara represented as burning 
herself with her husband Abhimanyu in the Bali island version of 
the Mahabharata. The reason of the discrepancy is obvious; the 
Bali island version belongs to a time when the custom of Sat! had 
become popular. 

8 gy n tfl fTWTf gSJSTT: fflUM E I 

iwn TpJHt VrfiRT I 

fof vw gfTjsnw ii iv, 28, 4 ff. 

4 Later on they are represented al plunging into the Ganges 
and being reunited with their husbands in heaven. At best, this 
would be a case of suicide. The procedure has no affinity with the 
cuBtom of Sati. 
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In the original portion of the Ramayana there is 
no case of Sati. In the Uttarakanda (17, 14) we find 
Vedavatl’s mother becoming a Sati; but this story is 
more legendary than historical and the book where it 
occurs is admittedly a later addition, being as fnodem 
as about 500 a. d. In the original kernel of the epic, 
we find that when R a van a by means of his magic 
raised before the eyes of Sita the illusion of the fall of 
Rama, she expressed the wish to be burnt along with 
her husband (VI, 32, 32). This passage also is proba- 
bly a later interpolation, for none of the wives of 
Dasaratha or Ravana are represented in the epic as 
accompanying their husbands on the funeral pyre. 

Puranas refer only to a few cases of Sati. This 
shows that by about 400 a. d., when the Puranas 
were given their present form, the custom was gradual- 
ly coming into general vogue. It does not prove 
its antiquity. It‘ is interesting to note that some of 
the Sati cases in Puranas are the imaginary creations 
of a later age, and go against the earlier tradition. 
Thus the Mahabharata is unaware of any Yadava 
widows having burnt themselves on their husbands’ 
funeral pyres ; according to the Padmapurdna, how- 
ever, all of them became Satis (Uttarakanda, chap. 
279). The vast majority of the widows that figure 
in Puranas survive their husbands. 

The earliest historical instance of Sati is that of 
the wife of the Hindu general Keteus, who died in 316 
b. c. while fighting against Antigonos. Both the 
wives of the general $ere very anxious to accompany 
their husband on the funeral pyre, but as the elder 
one was with child, the younger one alone was allow- 
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ed to carry out her wish. Greek writers tell us that 
she was led to the pyre by her brother, and that she 
was all gleeful even when the flames enveloped her 
person. Some Greek historians tell us that the 
custonf was prevalent among the Kathians (Kathas) 
of the Punjab. It was, however, still confined only to 
a few Kshatriya circles, for it is not noticed by Greek 
writers in connection with other fighting tribes, which 
stubbornly opposed Alexander and many members of 
which died while fighting with the invader. 

The custom was gradually struggling into exist- 
ence in the early centuries of the Christian era. 
Hence, as shown above, we get stray references to it 
in the later portions of the Pam ay an a and the Maha- 
bharata, and in the present version of some Pur anas. 
Vishnusmriti ( c . 100 a.d.) thinks the custom to be not 
illogical ; it advanced the view that in spite of 
diversity of Ivarman, a widow can, though other rela- 
tions cannot, go the way of the departed soul by dying 
after him 1 . The custom, however, was not yet re- 
garded as a religious duty. Vishnu himself does not 
recommend it, he merely mentions it. He is in fact 
one of the earliest writers to recognise the widow as 
an heir to her husband; he allows her to remarry 
also (17, 48). 

The custom began to become popular in Kshatriya 

circles from c. 400 a. d. It is known to Vatsyayana, 

Bhasa, Kalidasa and ^iidraka. Vatsyayana points 

out (VI, 2, 53) how clever dancing girls gain ascen- 

'> 
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dancy over the mind of their lovers by swearing that 
they would burn themselves on their funeral pyres. 
From the Dutaghatotkacha and Urubhanga of Bhasa, 
it appears that the dramatist differed from the Maha- 
bharata in holding that Uttara, Duss'ala and Fuaravl 
died on the funeral pyres of their husbands, Abhi- 
manyu, Jayadratha and Duryodhana respectively. 
In the Kumarasambhava (Canto IV) Rati is about to 
burn herself after her husband’s death ; it is only a 
voice from the heaven that dissuades her from her 
resolve. In the Mrichchhakatika the wife of ChSru- 
datta wants to bum herself before the arrival of the 
expected news of her husband’s execution (Act X). 
To turn to historic cases of the period, we find that the 
wife of general Goparaja, who fell in 510 a. d. while 
fighting for his country against the Hunas, immolated 
herself on her husband’s funeral pyre 1 . In 606 a. d. 
the mother of King Harsha chose to predecease her 
husband by committing herself to flames, when it was 
declared that there was no chance of her husband’s 
recovery. At about this time a Nepalese queen, 
named Rajyavatl, is also seen becoming a Satl. 

Some Smriti writers of the period now begin to 
refer to the practice. They do not, however, hold 
it as an ideal for the widow; they allow it only 
as a second alternative and regard ascetic life as 
preferable to it. Such is the case with Brihaspati, 

1 tou-jcwi * fsnn ^ it 

C. 1. 1.. Vol. Ill, p. 98. 

2 srftanf wruf 3*41: *««»>« hht i 

*r sforcft ^cffeprro m 11 

Quoted in VivOdaratnAkara, p. 44SST 
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Paras'ara (IY, 26-8) and the author of Agni- 
purnna 1 . 

There were, however, several thinkers, who were 
altogether opposed to the idea of giving even a quali- 
fied recognition to the custom. Thus Medhatithi 
admits that the custom has been mentioned by 
Ahgirassmriti, but maintains that it has no authori- 
tative value, for it is opposed to an express Vedic 
text which prohibits suicide to all 2 . Virata takes a 
more decisive stand and positively prohibits the 
custom. He points out that the widow can do some 
good to her husband, if she survives and offers him the 
prescribed oblations at the $raddha ; if she ascends 
the funeral pyre, she will be only incurring the sin 
of suicide 3 . Devanabliatta, a 12th century writer 
from south India, maintains that the Sat! custom is 
only a very inferior variety of Dharma and is not to 
be recommended at all 4 . To the poet Bana (c. 625 
a. n.), however, belongs the credit of offering the 
most vehement, determined and rational opposition 
to this new inhuman practice. ‘ To die after one’s 

i m fesFRift mfa i 221 , 28. 
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On Manu, V, 157. 
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Quoted by, Apararka on Y&j., 1, 87. 
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Vyavaharakanda, p. 598* 
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beloved says he, ‘ is most fruitless. It is a custom 
followed by the foolish. It is a mistake committed 
under infatuatiom It is a reckless course followed 
only on account of hot haste. It is a mistake of 
stupendous magnitude. It does no good whatsoever 
to the dead person. It does not help him in ascending 
to heaven ; it does not prevent him from sinking into 
hell. It does not at all ensure union after death ; 
the person who has died goes to the place determined 
by his own Karman, the person who accompanies him 
on the funeral pyre goes to the hell reserved for 
those who are guilty of the sin of suicide. On the 
other hand, by surviving the deceased, one can do 
much good both to onself and to the departed by 
offering prescribed oblations for his happiness in the 
other world. By dying with him one can do good to 
neither’ i. 

It is clear that Bana was struck with horror by 
the tendency to eulogise the Sati custom, shown in 
some quarters in his days, and was anxious to offer 
the most determined opposition to it. Tantra writers 
also joined him in the crusade. They pointed out 
that woman was the embodiment of Supreme Goddess, 

1 S&TWTTOT HR | SlfaggSFTRrfTH ^ HUT: I 
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Kadamban, Purvardha, p. 808 
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and boldly declared that if a person burnt her with 
her husband, he would be condemned to eternal hell 1 . 

Unfortunately this crusade sponsored by wise 
thinkers failed to have any effect. The custom continued 
to gaiif in popularity mainly among fighting classes. 
Ascetic ideals were gaining the upper hand in society ; 
the conduct of a widow boldly burning herself with the 
remains of her husband appeared to it as the most 
glorious example of supreme self sacrifice. The theory 
of Karman also was modified so as to support the Sati 
custom. There was no doubt that normally a relation 
could not join a dead person in the other world by 
dying after him, as the Karman of the two persons 
would lead them to different destinations. The Sat! 
however, was an exception, the merit of her self sacri- 
fice was more than sufficient to annihilate her hus- 
band’s sins and raise him to heaven to live in eternal 
union with his wife. The Scythian influence further 
helped the spread of the, custom. A considerable 
portion of northern India was under the rule of 
Scythians from c. 150 b. c. to c. ‘250 a. d., and among 
them the custom of burning the wife along with the 
remains of a departed chief was quite common. The 
custom was already practised by some stray Kshatriya 
tribes ; the example of the new rulers tended to make 
it popular among the rest. 

From about 700 a. d. fiery advocates began to 
come forward to extol the custom of Sati in increasing 

1 sns f ^ttOt n i 

Mahan irvanatantra, X, 79-80. 
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numbers. Angiras argued that the only course which 
religion has prescribed for a widow is that of Sati 1 . 
Harita maintained that the wife can purify her hus- 
band from the deadliest of sins, if she burns herself 
with his remains. The two will then happily" reside 
in heaven for three and a half crores of years 2 . 
A passage interpolated in Parasarasmriti observes 
that just as a snake-charmer forcibly drags out a 
snake from a hole by force, in the same manner the 
Sati takes out her husband from hell and enjoys 
heaven with him for three and a half crores of years 3 . 
Even if the wife had led a dissolute life, it would not 
matter; her immolation, even if not voluntary, will 
ensure a permanent seat in heaven both to her and 
her husband 4 . 

The views advocated by these writers gradually 
began to produce some effect on society. During 

HFZtt snifsftcT II 

Quoted by Apararka at Y7y , I, 87. 

2 kreo wjtensfajtft h mkr Thrift! i 

rUqcqhw 11 

^ II iv', 81-32. 

This passage is an interpolation, because two verses earlier. 
J’arasara permits a widow to remarry. 

3 ^tt grn hi stcRH HTfa hrhh i 

iJrTT Hrft HI Wf gHTfcI fjl ll' Vi iddhaharita 201. 

4 «rar«RH § hi: i 

HHH HHHT STfaHHcT: II 
' fciuui. «i HHlklHT: I 

» I U K^M I ^ T h RT lglr Ha i? : gHT HHfHT ? II 

Madhava attributes these verses to the Mahabharata at Para- 
6ara, IV, 88; they, however, do not occur in the epic. 
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the period 700-1100 d., Satis became more frequent 

in northern India and quite common in Kashmir. 
The history of Kashmir during this period teems with 
the cases of Satis in royal families. Kalhana, the his- 
torian *of the province, is surprised to find that even 
notoriously unchaste queens like Jayamatl, the wife of 
king Uchchala, should be seen immolating themselves 
on their husbands’ funeral pyres 1 . The custom of Sati 
was so deep-rooted in the ruling families of Kashmir, 
that not only regularly married wives, but even concu- 
bines, used to follow it. Kings Kalas'a and Utkarsha 
were, for instance, followed both by their wives 
and concubines (. Rajatarangim , VII, 858). It seems 
that the principle of dying after a beloved relative was 
extended to relations other than the husband as well ; 
we sometimes come across mothers, sisters and sisters- 
in-law burning themselves with the dead relation 
(Ibid, VI, 1880 ; VIII, 448 ; VII, I486). Cases are 
also on record of ministers, servants and nurses 
burning themselves with their masters ( lbid ,\. 206 ; 
VII, 481; VII, 490; VIII, 1447 ). This reminds us of 
the harikari custom of Japan. Kalhana records the 
case even of a cat, which out of affection for its 
royal master Sussala, voluntarily threw itself 
on his funeral pyre (VII, 2441). In the stories of 
Kathdsaritsdgara, (which was written in c. 1100 a.d. 
in Kashmir,) the custom of Sati is quite common. 
Its great prevalence in the valley of Kashmir is 

srfireRidnr q sremr: qqfact n 

Bajatarangini , VIII, 366. 
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probably due to its proximity to Central Asia, which 
was the home of the Scythians, among whom the 
custom was quite common. 

Down to c. 1000 a. d. Satis were rare in the 
Deccan. Sulaiman, ah Arabian merchant who had 
spent some time on the western coast of India at the 
beginning of the 10th century, states that it was only 
sometimes that queens used to mount the funeral 
pyres of their consorts ; there was no compulsion, 
it was entirely left to them to choose (Elliot and 
Dowson, Yol. I, p. G). 

As far as the extreme south of India is 
concerned, the Sati was more an exception than a 
rule down to c. 1000 a. d. The queen of only king 
Bhuta Pandeya of the Sangam age is known to 
have followed the custom ( Puram , 246-7). Her histo- 
ricity is, however, a matter of uncertainty. Among 
the members of the Pallava, the Chola and the Pandya 
ruling families, so well known to us from numerous 
inscriptions, we do not come across any cases of Sati 
down to c. 900 a.d. It is therefore clear that the cus- 
tom was yet to obtain a footing in South India. 

We have already observed that the Sati was origi- 
nally a Kshatriya custom. The accounts of the 
Greek historians make it clear that it was conlined to 
fighting classes only in the 4th century b. c. The 
Brihaddaivata, while recognising the validity of the 
custom among the Kshatriyas, doubts whether it 
could be permissible for other castes to follow it 1 . 
The Padmapurana extols the custom to the sky, but 

1 § rsfarofai an i vn, is. 
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expressly prohibits it to Bralimana women. It 
declares that any person, who will be guilty of helping 
a Brahmana widow to the funeral pyre, will be guilty 
of the dreadful and unatonable sin of the murder 
of a. Brahmana 1 (brahmahatya). 

The Brahmana community, however, was 
accustomed to pride itself on following the most 
ascetic and self-denying code of life; eventually it 
began to feel that it should not allow itself to be out- 
distanced by the Kshatriyas in the custom of Satf. 
The custom therefore began to be followed by a few 
Brahmana families soon after 1000 A. 1). We have 
seen already how there are express commands in earli- 
er texts prohibiting a Brahmana widow from following 
the new fashion of suicide, but commentators of this 
period began to explain them away with their pro- 
verbial ingenuity. It was argued that when death 
by mounting the funeral pyre of the husband was 
apparently prohibited to a. Brahmana widow, what 
was meant was that she should not take the step 
merely under a temporary sense of overwhelming 
grief. It should be the result of full and mature 
deliberation 2 . Or, the intention may be to interdict 
death by mounting a separate funeral pyre ; a Brah- 
mana widow must be always burnt along with her lius- 

1 ?f fatfcT *T5|f ffT spiff SSKTWHTrT I SW^Hlld*Uwftf?r 

3^ I 5«tf ** f% 3T faWL 1 1 

An i fassftssm u 

• Srishtikhanda, 49, 72-8. 
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sihhifclqTiimtg f*TOff I Apararka on Yaj., I, 87. 



152 POSITION OP THE WIDOW, PART I [ CH. 

band’s remains on the same pyre 1 . These arguments 
are advanced by south Indian commentators of the 
12th and 14th centuries ; it is therefore clear that the 
custom had by this time spread to south India and 
penetrated into the Brahmana community as well. 

Becorded cases of Satis in northern India outside 
Kashmir are very few during the period 700-1200 a. d. 
In this part of the country there were several Rajput 
dynasties ruling over different provinces at this time. 
We have got several official eulogies describing the 
military achievements and deeds of valour of the 
Pratiharas, the Paramaras, the Chedis, the Chandellas, 
etc., but they rarely refer to any eases of Satis, even 
when they refer to heroes dying on the battlefields. 
Only in the case of King Gangaeyadeva of the Chedi 
dynasty an official epigraph tells us that he obtained 
salvation at Prayaga under the holy Vata tree along 
with his hundred wives-. The language used, liow- 
ever, suggests that the old king and his queens simul- 
taneously committed religious suicide in the Ganges. 
The case therefore is not one of Sati. There is no doubt 
that mere negative evidence is not sufficient to prove 
the absence of a custom, but one cannot help thinking 
that if any queens had followed their consorts on the 
funeral pyre, their court panegyrists would certainly not 
have failed to glorify them. The conclusion therefore 
becomes irresistible that the Sat! custom had not yet 

J Aladhava on Pardsara IV, SI- 

E. I., XII, p. 211, v. 12: 
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become appreciably common in the royal families of 
northern India. It had by this time, however, become 
a custom well recognised in Hinduism, for we find it 
travelling to the islands of Java, Sumatra and Bali 
along with Hindu emigrants. 

In Rajput ana, which became a great stronghold 
■of the Sati custom in the medieval times, the earliest 
Sati stone, so far discovered, goes back to only 838 a.d. 
At Osia and Gativala in Jodhpur state several in- 
scribed Sati stones have been discovered, but they 
attest to the prevalence of the custom only from the 
latter half of the 9th century. The custom therefore 
had not become much popular down to c. 1000 a. d. 
in northern India. 

The enthusiastic advocacy of the Sati custom by 
medieval commentators began to have an appreciable 
effect on society only after about 1300 a. d. Among 
the Kamatak inscriptions published in the Epigra- 
phia Carnation there are only 11 cases of Satis during 
the period 1000-1400 a. d., but 41 during the period 
1400-1000 a. d. Most - of these Satis, however, 
belonged to the Nayak and the Gfauda classes, which 
formed t he main lighting community of southern India. 
Two of them belonged to the Jain sect 1 ; it 
is clear that some Jains had also begun to feel that 
they ought not to lag behind Hindus in the matter. 
Inscriptions, however, record only very few cases of 
Brahmana widows becoming Satis ; it is obvious that 
the lifting of the canonical ban had not yet succeeded 
in popularising the custom in thft priestly order. 

I Up. Car., Vo!. VIII, Sorab Nos. 106 and 261, dated 1876 
And 1408 respectively. 
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Among the ruling Rajput families of northern 
India the custom became firmly established by this 
time. The average Rajput princess welcomed the 
opportunity to become a Sati and would not allow 
her husband to be cremated alone. Bards, ministers 
and relatives would often expostulate, but without 
any success. So, generally at the death of almost 
every Rajput king or nobleman, those among his 
widows, who were not with child or who were not 
required to direct the government as regents, used to 
ascend the funeral pyre. Their number was sometimes 
appallingly large. When Raja Ajitsingh of Marwar 
died in 1724, 64 women mounted his funeral pyre. 
When Raja Budhsingli of Bundi was drowned, 84 
women became Satis 1 . The example of Rajputs 
was emulated by the Nayaks of Madura. When two 
rulers of this family died in 1611 and 1620, we are told 
that as many a's 400 and 700 women ascended the 
funeral pyres. These numbers are probably exag- 
gerated by missionary reporters ; it is, however, clear 
that a large number of women used to become Satis 
at the death of each member of the N ay ak family. 

Amaradas, the 8rd Sikh Guru (1552-1574 a. d.) 
had condemned the Sati custom, and it was not fol- 
lowed by the Sikhs for a long time. When, however, 
they developed into a fighting community, they did 
not like to lag behind the Rajputs in following time- 
honoured martial traditions, which enjoined Sati as a 
matter of course. The Sati custom became common 
in Sikh aristocracy hi spite of its prohibition by the 


1 Tod : Annals, vol. II, p. 837. 
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Gurus. Thus when Ranjit Singh died, four queens 
and seven concubines of his ascended the funeral pyre. 
During the troublesome period following his death, 
princes and generals fell in quick succession and almost 
everyonfc of them was accompanied by his wives and 
concubines. Three women died with Maharaja 
Kharag Singh, five with Basant Singh, eleven with 
Kishori Singh, twentyfour with Hira Singh and 310 
with Sucliet Singh. 

The Maratha ruling families claimed Rajput 
descent and so could not remain immune from the 
influence of the custom. Satl, however, was rather 
an exception than a rule with them. When Shivaji 
died, only one of his wives became a Sati. The same 
was the case with Rajaram. The queen of Shahu 
was compelled to burn herself owing to the political 
machinations of her mother-in-law, Tarabai. There are 
very few other cases of Satis reccfrded among the 
annals of the Maratha ruling families at Satara, Nag- 
pur, Gwalior; Indore and Baroda. It is clear that the 
custom did not become popular among them, as it 
did among the Sikh princes and generals. 

Muslim rulers as a general rule did not like the 
custom. Humayun wanted to prohibit it in the case 
of the widows, who had passed the child-bearing age 
(J. A. S. B., 11)35, p. 76). He, however, could not 
take any adequate steps in the matter. In the 22nd 
year of his reign Akbar translated his opposition to 
the custom into action by appointing inspectors to see 
that no force was used to compel widows to burn them- 
* selves against their will. As a consequence. Satis 
became rare in the territories contiguous to Agra. 
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Many Muslim administrators had made it a rule that 
no widow should be allowed to mount the funeral 
pyre without the permission of the local Government 
officer. This provision did not materially check the 
custom, as the prescribed permission could be usually 
obtained without much difficulty. 

That the practice of Satl wa« mainly a medieval 
development is also proved i.y the circumstance 
that its detailed procedure has not been described 
even by those few late Smritis, which recommend the 
practice. We get detailed information on the point 
only from some late medieval Puranas and foreign 
merchants and travellers. 

The Satl was an object of the highest veneration, 
and so was taken out to the accompaniment of music 
in a grand procession through the town to the crema 
tion grounds. She was given a bath, and then she put on 
her person all tli£ insignia of sciubhagya or married bliss 1 . 
Very often she used to give away her ornaments and 
belongings to her friends and relations, who used to 
keep them as sacred mementos. Then she used to 
take final leave of her relations. Some travellers 
have narrated that people used to entrust to her 
messages to their dead relations in heaven ; whether 
such was really the case may well be doubted. 


1 FTR 

jufcrs trot «wt fiwrc it 


Padvmpurana, PAtuIuklwada, 102, 67ff. 
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Usually there was mhamarana, i.c., the widow 
mounted the same pyre that was prepared for her 
husband. If there were several widows, the practice 
differed. Sometimes the favourite wife was selected 
for the honour of mhamarana, others being burnt 
on separate pyres ; sometimes all were placed on the 
same pyre, their petty jealosies, if any, being recon- 
ciled during the last fateful moments of their life. The 
Satiused to take with her Kurnkuma, comb, mirror and 
betel leaves, which were the insignia of saubhagya, 
and place her husband’s head on her lap. Then the 
pyre was lighted. 

If the husband had died on a distant battle- 
field, joint cremation was impossible. In such cases the 
widow used to mount a separate pyre, along with her 
husband’s turban or shoes as a substitute for his body. 

Even widows intensely anxious to follow their 
husbands were likely to recoil and jump out under the 
agony of the flames of tire. So special funeral arrange- 
ments were made in the case of a Satl. The funeral 
pyre was piled in a deep pit in many parts of the 
country, especially in the Deccan and Western India. 
This rendered an escape impossible. A Mysore ins- 
cription refers to a lady going out to become a Satl 
as going forth to the fire pit to die ( E . C., Vol. IY, 2, 
Hg. No. 18). Barbosa and Linscholen have also re- 
ferred to this method. In Gujarat and northern 
U. 1\, a wooden house, about 12 feet square, was 
constructed and the widow was tied to one of its 
pillars. In Bengal the widow’s fetft were tied to posts 
fixed into the ground ; she was thrice asked whether 
she really wished to go to heaven, and then the pyre 



158 POSITION OF THE WIDOW, PART I [ CH. 

was lighted. Where burial was practised, the widow 
was interred along with her husband. This was the 
case in Andhra province in the 16th century. 

' Was any force excereised to compel unwilling 
widows to mount the funeral pyre ? A straight reply 
like ‘ yes ’ or ‘ no ’ cannot be given to this question. 
There can be no doubt that in some cases unwill- 
ing widows were forced to burn themselves. Kalhaua 
has recorded the cases of two Kashmir queens bribing 
their ministers in order to induce them to come to the 
cremation ground for dissuading them from their ap- 
parently voluntary resolution to accompany their 
departed husbands. Queen Did da adopted this 
strategem and was saved by her minister Naravahana 
(VI, 195). Garga, the wily minister of queen Jaya- 
matl, had a fiendish heart ; he took the bribe all right, 
but deliberately delayed going to the cremation ground. 
The poor queen had to allow herself to be burnt in 
pursuance of her so-called voluntary resolve (VIII, 
863). Medieval travellers record many cases of force 
being excereised, and their accounts must be true at 
least in some cases. Manueci tells us that Kshatriya 
women were burnt even against their wishes (III, 
p. 65) ; he himself rescued one such woman, who was 
eventually married to a European friend of his. 
Nicoli Conti informs us that financial pressure was 
often excereised, the widow being informed that she 
would lose her right to Stridhana, if she decided to sur- 
vive (J. A. S. B., 1935, p. 256). Bernier has narrated 
the pathetic case of 1 a child widow of 12 being burnt 
against her will at Lahore (pp. 363-64). In the case 
of Jaimall, one of Akbar’s officers, his son wanted to 
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forcibly immolate his mother ; she was eventually 
saved only by the intervention of Akbar ( Akbaranma , 
28th year). Sometimes the unfortunate widows, who 
were forced to become Satis, used to recoil and run 
away ffom the funeral pyre. They were then re- 
garded as untouchables and were not accepted back 
by their castes and families. They had to throw 
themselves on the mercy of low caste men, who used 
to assemble at the funeral when they suspected that 
the widow was likely to recoil at the lltli hour. Some-, 
times they were rescued by European traders, who used 
to marry them. It is a pity that in spite of such in- 
stances society should not have realised the enormous 
inequity of the custom. 

The failure of society in this respect is partly 
attributable to the fact that in the vast majority of 
cases widows were willing parties to their immolation. 
A Karnatak inscription, belonging fo the 11th cen- 
tury, tells us how a lady named Dekabbe would not 
listen to the earnest entreaties of her parents not to 
mount her husband’s pyre (E. C., IY, Hg. No. 18). 
JVluktabai, the daughter of Bani Ahalyabai of Indore, 
became a Satl in 1792 in spite of the weeping and heart- 
rending entreaties of her old and saintly mother. 
Tavernier, a 17th century traveller, narrates how a 
widow of 22 went to the governor of Patna to get his 
permission, and how she held her hand in the flame 
of a torch till it was burnt to cinders in order to con- 
vince the officer that she was a willing party, and was 
not afraid of fire (pp. 414-7). *Ibn Batuta, a 14th 
century traveller, tells us how he fainted to see the un- 
believable courage of a dauntless widow, who glee- 
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fully embraced the devouring flames of the funeral- 
fire (p. 191). Bernier, while describing a case of which 
he was an eye witness, states that it is impossible to 
describe the brutish boldness or the ferocious gaity 
depicted on the woman’s countenance ; her step was- 
undaunted, her conversation was free from all per- 
turbation ; her easy air was free from all dejection,, 
her lofty courage was void of all embarrassment. 
She took a torch and with her own hand lighted the 
fire. It appeared to be a dream, but it was a stern 
reality (pp. 812-8). Pietro della Yalle was also im- 
pressed by the courage of the average Sail. ‘ If I 
knew (of a lady about to become a SatT), I will not fail 
to go and see her and honour by my presence her 
funeral with that compassionate affection, which such 
a great conjugal fidelity and love seem to deserve' 

( Travells , II, p. 266). 

That it is a religious duty for a woman of suffi- 
cient courage and resolution to accompany her hus- 
band was so deep-rooted a conviction in medieval 
times, that we sometimes come across cases of betro- 
thed but unmarried women insisting to mount the 
funeral pyres of their would-be husbands. Mustaqui 
has recorded one such case ; the betrothed husband 
died in trying to save his sweetheart from a serpent, 
which eventually bit him with fatal effects. Though 
not yet married, the girl insisted on. becoming a 
Satl and burnt herself on the funeral pyre of her 
lover ( J. A. S.B., 1935, p. 259 ). 

The available evidence shows that, barring a few 
exceptions, most of the widows, who used to become 
Satis, were free agents in their choice. The average 
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Rajput or Kshatriya lady ascended the funeral pyre 
with the same reckless courage with which her hus- 
band used to embrace death on the battle held, when 
leading a forlorn hope against very heavy odds. 
It is probable, however, that in some cases the force 
of public opinion may have been felt to be too strong. 
It is equally clear that young and childless widows in 
particular may have in some cases decided to terminate 
their life, with their husbands because they feared that 
it would be too dreary for them. Remarriage was out 
of question, and even for their maintenance they had 
to depend upon not very sympathetic relations 1 11 . Grown 
up widows like the mother of king Harsha would 
feel that the purpose of their life was over, that they 
had nothing more to achieve or enjoy, and that it was 
therefore in the fitness of things that they should 
accompany their beloved spouses. The vast majority 
of widows, who terminated their life on their hus- 
bands’ funeral pyres, did so out of genuine love and 
devotion to their husbands whom they also revered 
as God. They believed that the course they were 
following was in the best spiritual interest both of 
themselves and their husbands. A stern sense of 

1 Compare, for instance, the following extract from a 18th 
century Tamil inscription which contains the passionate outpour- 
ings of the heart of a young widow, afraid of the woes and ill- 
treatment in store for her : — ‘If she lived after her husband, she 
would be the slave of her cowives (who apparently had sons and 
were therefore going to be de facto owners of the family property). 

Whosoever said that she ought not to die, those, who did not 

bind her, and throw her into fire, and kill her would get the sin 
of prostituting their wives’. S.I.E.B., 1907, p. 77. 

11 [w.H.C.l 
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duty, a stoical contempt of physical pain, and the 
hope of an eternal union with their beloved husbands 
in heaven sustained them through the terrible ordeal 
on the burning pyre. Naturally society held them in 
reverence and immortalised their memory by 'suitable 
memorials, as it does in the case of heroes who 
deliberately and cheerfully sacrifice their lives in the 
cause of their religion or mother-land out of a sense of 
duty and patriotism, often after undergoing long and 
excruciating pain on the dismal and desolate battle 
field. 

What was the percentage of widows who as- 
cended the funeral pyre, when the course came to be 
fervently recommended by later Puranas ? It is 
difficult to answer this question for the period 1300- 
1800, as there are no statistics for it. We have no 
doubt numerous Satl stones scattered throughout the 
country, but it is difficult to utilise them for deter- 
mining the percentage. There is no doubt that it 
was high in the warrior families of Rajputana. It 
was probably as high as 25 per cent. 

As far as the general population is concerned, 
perhaps one widow in a thousand became a Satl, 
when the custom was in its greatest vogue. Public 
opinion and government had not begun to assert 
themselves against the custom in the first quarter of 
the 19th century ; we may therefore well presume 
that the prevalence of the custom at this time was 
more or less the same as it was during the preceding 
four or five centuries. Government records of this 
period show that in the presidencies of Bombay 
and Madras, the average annual number of Satis 
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was well below 50. In the Poona dominion of the 
Peshwa the annual average was about 12 during the 
period 1800 to 1812. Tanjore district had the worst 
reputation for Satis, but its record was of only 24 cases 
during * the eighteen months preceding 1817. In 
Central India only 8 or 4 cases of Satis used to take 
place annually 1 . It is quite possible that these 
statistics may be incomplete. But even if we 
suppose that the actual number of Satis was twice 
the number officially recorded, the conclusion 
becomes inevitable that only an infinitesimal 
number of widows in the general population were 
immolating themselves. It is clear that not more 
than one widow in a thousand used to mount the 
funeral pyre in the Deccan and Central India. 

In Bengal the Sati custom was more prevalent ; 
this would clearly appear from the following table of 
Sati statistics, prepared by the British government 
Name of the Division. Number of Satis during the 

years 1815-28. 


Calcutta Division, predominantly Hindu 5099 

Dacca Division, predominantly Muslim 610 

Murshidabad Division, predominantly Muslim 260 

Patna Division, predominently Hindu 709 

Bareily Division, predominently Hindu 193 

Benares Division, predominently orthodox 1165 


The above table will show that the percentage of 
Satis in the Hindu population of Bengal was much 
larger than what obtained in the presidencies of 
Bombay and Madras, or even in the division of 

1 The statistics in this and subsequent paragraphs are taken 
from Edward Thomson’s Suttee, London, (1926). 
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Benares, which was the greatest stronghold of or- 
thodoxy 1 . There is therefore some force in the view 
that undue advantage was taken in Bengal of the 
helpless and grief-stricken condition of the wido>v in 
order to induce her to become a Sati by some coparce- 
ners, who stood to gain by her elimination as an heir. 
The Dayabhaga law, which permitted even the child- 
less widow to become an heir to her husband, was 
thus not an unmixed blessing to the weak-minded 
section of the women of Bengal. The cases of force 
or undue influence, however, could not have been 
many. The annual average of Satis in the Calcutta 
Division was about 370. This Division was at that 
time probably having a population equal to the whole 
of the then Bombay presidency, and its statistics also 
were very probably compiled much more accurately. 
It would therefore appear that Satis were only twice 
as common in Bengal as they were in Bombay or 
Madras. In the latter provinces usually one widow 
in a thousand became a Sati. In Bengal the ratio 
was probably double, but not higher. Most of the 
Satis in Bengal and U. P. were from the Brahmana 
caste. It is clear that the lifting of the canonical 
ban on the Brahmana widows to become Satis had 
greatest effect in the Gangetic plain. 

1 The annual number of Satis in Bengal, during the years 
1815 to 1828, is as follows : — 


Year 

Number 

Year 

Number 

Year 

Number 

1815 

378 

1820 

598 

1825 

689 

1816 

442 

1821 

654 

1826 

518 

1817 

707 

*1822 

583 

1827 

517 

1818 

839 

1823 

575 

1828 

463 

1819 

650 

1824 

572 




Bengal, however, then included U. P., Bihar, Orissa and Assam. 

Mill and Wilson, History of British India, IX, p. 271. 
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We have already observed that the Satl custom 
could not have been in much greater vogue in the Hin- 
du and Muslim periods than it was in the first quarter 
of the 19th century. Available statistics clearly show 
that outside ruling and priestly families the custom 
did not make a wide appeal. The fact was that the 
advocacy of the custom in later Smritis and Puranas 
failed to make a wide appeal to Hindu community. 
Though it admired and even deified the Sati as an 
example of supreme devotion and sacrifice, it really 
disliked the custom. It had not, however, the moral 
courage at this time to start a crusade against the 
custom as Ban a had done in the 7th century. Its 
religious leaders believed implicitly in the authority of 
later Smritis and Puranas and would not countenance 
any open agitation against a custom sanctioned by 
them. Society therefore tried to check the custom 
by individual persuasion. Ususalty relations would 
try their best in dissuading a widow from becoming 
a Sati. Thus when the father-in-law of Narayanrao 
Peshwa died, his wife desired to follow him 
on the pyre. She was, however, dissuaded by 
her relations. Ahalyabai Holkar, who embodied the 
orthodox Hindu culture of the age, did not herself 
become a Sati, and tried her best, though without 
success, to dissuade her daughter from becoming one. 
Towards the beginning of the 19th century, the Brah- 
mana government of Poona and the Maratha govern* 
ment of Savantwadi had issued official orders, 
definitely disapproving and discouraging the custom. 

When therefore Lord William Bentick issued 
his famous regulation in December 1829, making the 
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custom illegal in British India, there was not much 
opposition to the proposal. It undoubtedly created 
a stir in the orthodox community, and its journal 
the Chandrikd wrote vehemently against the step. 
But the appeal to the Privy Council to annual the new 
regulation could get only 800 signatures. The new 
regulation was ‘ welcomed by the enlightened Hindu 
public opinion, and its mouth-piece the Kaumudl 
went on defending the action of the government. A 
memorial was presented to the Governor- General 
thanking him for his humane regulation. Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy, the Morning Star of Asiatic Renaissance, 
went to England and pleaded before the members of 
the Parliament and Privy Council that the new regu- 
lation- should not be annulled. Strengthened by this 
advocacy, the authorities in England rejected the 
memorial of the pro-Sati party in 1832. 

The credit fdr the suppression of the Sati custom 
belongs, however, undoubtedly to Lord Bentick, 
who resolved to take the step in spite of the almost 
general opposition of his subordinate English officers. 
Enlightened Hindu opinion came to support him 
only when he had promulgated the regulation. Left 
' to itself, it would certainly have taken a few decades 
more to stamp out the custom. 

Though the custom of Sati was prohibited in 
British India in 1829, it continued to linger in Raj- 
putana, its greatest stronghold, for about thirty years 
more. At the deaths of Maharana Jivan Singh of 
Udaipur in 1888 and <Sf Maharaja Man Singh of Jodhpur 
in 1848, several women mounted the funeral pyre. 
Jaipur first agreed to give up the custom in 1846 and 
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other Rajput states gradually followed. Udaipur was 
the greatest stronghold of the orthodox Rajput tradi- 
tion and the last public case of a legal Sati took place ‘ 
there in 1861 at the death of Maharana Sarup Singh 
in 1861. But even the Rajput public opinion had by 
this time so strongly ranged itself against the custom 
that not a single one among the legal wives of the 
Maharana felt it necessarjr to accompany her husband. 
Frantic efforts were made to induce at least one of 
them to become a Sat! in order to ‘ preserve the honour 
of the Sisodias by preventing its chief being burnt 
all alone’. All of them however flatly refused to 
mount the funeral pyre. Eventually a slave girl was 
induced to become a Sati and was burnt with the 
remains of the Maharana. The incident will show 
how firmly even the Rajput public opinion had ranged 
itself against the custom by this time. 

Since 1861 a. d., no case has occurred of a 
public legal Sati. During the subsequent years some 
Hindu widow r s, who intensely believed that it was their 
bounden religious duty to accompany their husbands, 
have tried to ascend their funeral pyres, but have 
been usually prevented from achieving their object 
by the public and the Police. Such cases are now 
very rare ; we occasionally hear of them once in a 
decade. 



CHAPTER V 


Position op the Widow, Part II 
Levirate, Remarriage, Tonsure, etc.. 


Section 1 : Niyoga or Levirate 

We have seen in the last chapter that widows 
were not permitted or required to die with their hus- 
bands on the funeral pyres down to c. 300 b. c. 
How then were they expected to lead their remaining 
life ? There were three courses open for them. 
They could either pass their remaining life in widow- 
hood, or have some children by levirate [niyoga), or 
remarry regularly. The first was of course the most 
honorable course, but there were many who followed 
the second or the third alternative. We shall consider 
in this section the history of the custom of Niyoga, 
which appears so strange and unacceptable to the 
modern mind. 

It may be observed at the outset that the custom 
of levirate was quite common in ancient times in several 
civilisations. It was prevailing in Sparta. Among 
the Jews a widow would become her husband’s bro- 
ther’s wife without any ceremony; if he refused to 
marry her, she would spit in his face (Spencer, 
Sociology, I, p. 661). The Old Testament also dec- 
lares that if a woman becomes a widow, ‘ her hus- 
band’s brother shall go unto her and take her to wife, 
and perform the duties of a husband’s brother unto 
her’ (Deutemonomy, 25, 5-10). The marriage of 
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Hamlet’s mother with Claudius and of Henry VIII 
with Katherine indicate an earlier custom of Niyoga, 
eventually developing into a regular remarriage with 
a brother-in-law. 

Thck reasons for the prevalence of this custom are 
not difficult to make out, if we would understand the 
primitive ideas about women and children. The 
woman was everywhere regarded as a species of pro- 
perty, which passed into the husband’s family on her 
marriage. She was married no doubt to a person, 
but also in his family. So if her husband died, his bro- 
ther or any other near relation would take her to wife, 
or raise children on her 1 . This usually happened 
when a person died without leaving any male issue 
behind. To die without a son was regarded as a great 
spiritual calamity, and it was the sacred duty of a 
brother to see that a son was raised on his sister-in-law 
to perpetuate his brother’s memory and to ensure 
him a seat in heaven. If this was not done, there 
was also the danger of the widow marrying a stranger 
and being lost to the family. 

In early societies, a son by levirate was always 
preferred to a son by adoption. An adopted son pre- 
supposed a tremendous legal fiction, for which society 
was not yet ripe. A Vedic sage declares that an adop- 
tive son born of another is no son at all-. He was an 
absolute stranger ; he had no blood of the family run- 
ning in his veins. A son by Niyoga, on the other hand, 

1 G.D.S., II, 10, 27, expressly refers to this argument of the 

advocates of the Niyoga custom; Cf: — 0? ff?I 

i 

2 h shftwn* i r. v., vii, 5,7. 



170 POSITION OF THE WIDOW, PART II [ CH. 

had the blood of the mother. He had of course not 
the blood of his father, but he had at least that of 
a near relative. A son born of Niyoga therefore 
resembled a real son as nearly as possible. We can 
now well understand why in the list of subsidiary 
sons given in Dharmasutras, a son by Niyoga usually 
occupies the second position, coming immediately next 
after the real or aurasa son. The custom was in 
fact fairly common in early times in India. Several 
heroes of the Mahabharata and Puranas were born of 
Niyoga. 4 If a woman loses her husband ’, says the 
great epic, 4 she marries her brother-in-law’ 1 . 

Under the system of Niyoga if a woman’s hus- 
band was dead or incapable of procreating children, 
she was allowed to have conjugal relations with her 
brother-in-law or some other near relation till she got 
some children. The brother-in-law of the woman was 
regarded as the most eligible person for this duty. 
In modern times we find that a brother is often very 
anxious to give his son in adoption to his widowed 
sister-in-law ; for if the latter were to adopt a stranger, 
an undesirable person was likely to be introduced as 
a claimant to the family property. To prevent a 
similar complication, it was felt that the appoint- 
ment of a widow for the purpose of Niyoga should 
be primarily with her brother-in-law. If it was made 
with a stranger, it was apprehended that he may ex- 
cercise a great influence over the son born from him, 
and eventually manage to get the child’s share in 
the family virtually ^transferred to himself. Probably 

1 5 <i?!WT% * f?«T% qfksr i xill, 12 , 19- 
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such cases had happened in society ; for it has been 
expressly laid down that property considerations 
should never be a motive for Niyoga 1 . If the appoint- 
ment was with the brother-in-law of the widow, 
there was likely to be as much affection between the 
sons born of Niyoga and other coparceners of the 
rising generation, as normally exists among brothers 
and cousins. Of course the appointment must have 
naturally aroused uneasiness and resentment in the 
mind of the first wife of the brother-in-law ; but her 
feelings did not count for much at the time we are 
talking of. It was further regarded as most important 
that the son by Niyoga should resemble the real son 
as much as possible. He would have the maximum 
amount of the blood of the family running in his 
veins, only if the appointment of the widow for Niyoga 
was made with her husband’s brother. If the ap- 
pointment was with a stranger, the* son would have 
only half the blood of the family in his veins. 

Later Smriti writers allow only one son to be 
raised by Niyoga, but the earlier practice was quite 
different. At her husband’s pressing entreaties, Kunti 
raised three sons by Niyoga. Pa.rdu, however, was not 
satisfied with that number and pressed his wife to have 
some more. Kunti protested against the suggestion, 
pointing out that the custom permitted only three 
sons by Niyoga and no more 2 . In Kshatriya circles 

1 wtararfra fsRfrr: i V- D - s., xvn, 57. 
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it was regarded as vitally necessary to have a large 
number of sons, and in prehistoric times there seems 
to have existed practically no limit to the number of 
sons that could be raised by Niyoga. King Vyushi- 
tas'va had seven such sons and King Bali had only 
17, six from his crowned queen and eleven from a 
$udra wife ( Mbh , I, 127, 113). Three was, however, the 
normal number of sons usually permitted. Kunti’s 
sister, ^rutasena, had, for instance, got this number of 
sons by Niyoga (Ibid, I, 126). But a woman will not 
always have three successive sons ; some girls are 
likely to intervene. Permission to have three sons by 
Niyoga therefore practically amounted to a remarriage. 

The custom of Niyoga was fairly common down 
to c. 300 b. c. After that time it began to meet with 
considerable opposition, because society felt that such 
temporary unions were undesirable from several 
points of view. ' A school of reformers arose, which 
opposed this custom tooth and nail. It was led by 
Apastamba, Baudhayana and Manu. Apastamba 
argued that the son by Niyoga would belong to the 
begetter and so would be of no spiritual benefit to the 
woman’s husband 1 . Baudhayana concurred with 
him. Manu condemned the custom as beastly and 
declared that it was no longer permissible to follow 
it 2 . It is, however, interesting to note that in spite 
of their vehement condemnation, these writers have 
laid down detailed rules about the Niyoga procedure. 

1 g* fnrfar i^r i h, 6, is, 8. 
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It is therefore clear that the advocacy of the new 
school was for a long time ineffective. Among the 
Bharmasutra writers, Vasishtha and Gautama do not 
join the crusade against Niyoga started by Apastamba 
and Baiiflhayana ; they permit Niyoga to the widow 
at her option, with the only proviso that she should 
not choose a stranger if a brother-in-law was avail- 
able. Kautilya permits an old king to raise a new 
son by Niyoga, if his own son turned out to be wicked 
or incompetent. 

If the reformers of the period 400 b. c. to 200 
a.d. failed to stamp out the custom, they succeeded at 
least in restricting its scope. Formerly three sons were 
allowed ; now some thinkers (referred to by Manu , 
IX, 61) allowed two, while the majority was in favour 
of one only. A woman, who had children, was prohi- 
bited from having recourse to Niyoga (B. I). >S'., II, 
1, 20). At least one year must elapse after the hus- 
band’s death before Niyoga could be permitted. If a 
widow was unwilling, she was not to be compelled to 
submit to Niyoga. This provision seems to have been 
laid down to prevent an unscrupulous brother-in- 
law from forcing himself on an unwilling sister-in-law. 
Financial considerations were not to be a motive for 
Niyoga 1 . .It would appear that sometimes a person 
would be anxious to raise a son upon a widow in order 
to get a share in her family’s property. No doubt the 
new child was to be the heir, but it was expected that 
it would naturally be under the influence of its real 
father. At present we very often? find a person getting 

1 whnwnfta i v. d, s., xvii, 57 . 
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« 

an effective control over the property of another family 
by giving his son in adoption to it. The same very 
often happened in the case of Niyoga. So the Dharma- 
svitra writers warn that economic motives should 
be excluded from Niyoga. Niyoga was to be 'regarded 
as a matter of duty, and not as an occasion for license. 
The parties were not to meet after the conception had 
taken place. On earlier occasions too desire for a son 
and not any craving for carnal pleasures was to be 
the governing factor ( Narada , XII, 80-8S). 

The school which was opposing Niyoga began to 
grow stronger and stronger in course of time. The 
ascetic tendency was getting the upper hand in society. 
It disliked and discouraged Niyoga. Society had 
developed a finer sense of the marriage ideal and con- 
jugal fidelity ; it began to feel that the Niyoga pro- 
cedure was primitive and beastly. Adoptive son, it 
was felt, should be preferred when a real son was out 
of question. Adoption may involve a legal fiction, 
but it did not transgress recognised canons of 
morality. It was also realised that the Niyoga cus- 
tom was detrimental to the purity and peace in family 
life. A brother would cultivate the habit of looking 
upon his sister-in-law as a prospective wife of his own. 
Very often this would lead to serious complications. 
The earlier wife would naturally not take kindly to 
the ‘ appointed ’ wife; there would arise interminable 
disputes between the two which would ruin the peace 
of the family. Coparceners also did not like that 
additional sharers in- the family property should arise 
in this irregular manner. In the Dvtavdkya of Bhasa, 
Duryodhana refuses to recognise Pandavas as heirs be- 
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cause they were born of Niyoga 1 . The Niyoga custom 
was thus felt to be more and more undesirable in course 
of time and the public opinion became very strong 
against it. It therefore went out of vogue soon after 
c. 600 A • d. It is recognised by Narada, Yama and 
Paras'ara, who flourished at about this time. Puranas, 
however, written soon after this period, include Niyoga 
among the customs prohibited for the Kali age 2 . 

There can be no doubt that leaders of Hindu 
society took a step in the right direction in stamping 
out the custom of Niyoga. It was a relic of barbarism 
and was quite incongruous and incompatible with higher 
ideas and ideals of marriage, that were held before 
society. It cannot be, however, gainsaid that Niyoga 
served a useful purpose in its own days. Men are dis- 
inclined to marry widows, though they expect virgins 
to marry widowers. The custom of Niyoga solved the 
widow’s difficulty to some extent by permitting 
the brother-in-law to raise issues on his sister-in-law 
under certain circumstanes. Niyoga served as a half-way 
house between a formal remarriage and an absolute 
celibacy, especially in earlier days when three sons 
were allowed to be raised under it. Of course it 
indirectly encouraged polygamy, but we should not 
forget that society was alreadj’ tolerating it. It also 
helped in improving the economic condition of the 
widow. When she had no son, she could get no share 
in the family property. When she got a son by 

1 q r r wiw i forat sr u v # 21. 

2 ssun: g qcgfrf »itasnFcr*n » 

i H VTTHSTUIT ll AdityapurZna. 



176 POSITION OF THE WIDOW, PART II [ CH. 

Niyoga, she could get a share, if not as an heiress, at 
least as the guardian of her minor son. 

, Those, who opposed the custom of Niyoga, no 
doubt stood for the ideal of purity and constancy in 
sex relations. They should have, however, ‘realised 
that if Niyoga was to be forbidden, regular re- 
marriage ought to be allowed in the case of those 
widows, who found the ideal of celibacy too difficult 
to follow. This step, however, was not taken. As 
we shall see in the next section, both Niyoga and 
remarriage were forbidden to widows at about the 
same time. This resulted in a great hardship, especially 
because by this time child marriages had come into 
vogue, giving rise to a large class of virgin widows. 
Hypnotised by the ascetic ideal, which had now 
become popular, leaders of society failed to afford 
adequate relief to the widow, when they took the 
undoubtedly corfect step of forbidding Niyoga. 

Svami Dayanand Saras vati, the founder of the 
Aryasamaja, has permitted Niyoga to his followers. 
He took this step probably because he felt that the 
mentality of Hindu society being deadly opposed 
to remarriage, the only way to give relief to the 
widow was by reviving the practice of Niyoga, 
which had a Yedic sanction. The members of the 
Aryasamaja have, however, shown no inclination to 
revive the archaic custom. They prefer the more 
straightforward and refined custom ' of widow 
remarriage. 

Section 2 : 'Widow Remarriage. 

Side by side with Niyoga, the widow remarriage 
also prevailed in Yedic society. The suggestion that 
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the proposal for a remarriage was made to the widow 
at the funeral of her husband is preposterous ; it is 
based upon a wrong interpretation of a Yedie stanza 1 . 
There is however no doubt that widow remarriages 
used to take place not infrequently in the Yedie age. 

In one place the Atharvaveda refers to a woman 
marrying a second time. It lays down a ritual to 
secure the union of the new couple in heaven 2 . It is 
therefore clear that the author of this hymn did not 
regard the conduct of the widow who remarried, as 
in any way disreputable ; had he regarded it as objec- 
tionable, he would not have recommended a ritual to 
facilitate her union with the second husband in heaven. 

II B. F.,X, 18,8. 

The verse seeks to dissuade the widow from burning herself 
on her husband’s funeral pyre by following the^ archaic Satl custom, 
which had gone out of vogue. Its correct translation is as 
follows : — ‘Oh lady, get up, come back to the world of the living ; 
you are lying by the side of a dead person. As far as thy wife- 
hood to thy husband, who had seized thy hand ( in marriage ), is 
concerned, you have lived it out completely.’ Those, who see in 
this verse a proposal for remarriage, translate the last line in the 
following way ‘Thy wifehood to me, who has seized thy hand 
and who is thy lover, has now commenced. ’ This is, however, a 
wrong translation. It is, however, surprising to find that Sayana 
should support this interpretation; cf:— 
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In the passage of the Atharvaveda referred to 
above, there is no suggestion to the effect that the 
widow in question is to marry her brother-in-law. 
It would therefore appear that some widows in the 
Yedic age used to marry outside the circle' of their 
late husbands’ families. The usual procedure for 
the widow, however, seems to have been to marry a 
younger brother-in-law, who was very often un- 
married at the time. It is therefore difficult to deter- 
mine whether in a particular place the reference is 
to a regular remarriage with an unmarried brother- 
in-law, or to merely a Niyoga relation with him. 
References like those in Rigveda X, 40, 2 seem to 
contemplate Niyoga rather than a regular marriage 
with the brother-in-law 1 . References to regular 
remarriages of widows in Yedic literature are few, 
probably because Niyoga was then more popular 
than remarriage. At this period, however, a widow 
could get as many as three sons .by Niyoga ; so the 
Niyoga relationship practically amounted to a 
remarriage. 

Though actual instances of widow remarriages, 
that can be clearly distinguished from Niyoga are few, 
they must not have been infrequent in society. For 
the Dharmasutras (c. 400 b.c. to c. 100 a.d.) allow 
remarriage even when the death of the husband was 
only presumed and not proved. Thus Yasishtha says 
that even a Brahmana lady with living children need 
wait only for five ye^rs, if her husband, gone out on a 
journey, does not return. If she is unwilling to go to him, 


1 ^ *t 31^ i R.V., X, 40, 2. 



v ] sOtrab permit widow marriage 179 

she should marry a near relative ; only she should not 
wed outside the family, if there is an eligible person 
within it 1 . Vasishtha is not here referring to Niyoga, 
for he extends this permission even to women having 
living children. Kautilya (III, 4) and Narada (XII, 
88 ff.) have laid down similar rules. The former 
reduces the period of waiting to a few months only, 
and allows even women married by regular religious 
rites to enter into a fresh wedlock^. This permission 
was availed of even in high class families. Udupi 
was a widow, and she practically compelled Arjuna 
to marry her. In Uchchanga Jataka, a lady when 
given an option of choice between a husband, a son 
and a brother, choses the last mentioned one, observ- 
ing that she can easily get another husband or son, 
but not another brother 3 . In Nanda Jataka (No. 89) 
we come across a husband shuddering^ at the prospect 
of his youthful wife marrying again after his death, 
and not giving any share of his property to his son. 

Widow remarriages were, however, gradually 
coming into disrepute during the period 300 b. c. to 
200 a. d. When urged to make peace on the last 
day of the war, Duryodliana says that he is disinclined 
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to enjoy the earth as a man is to marry a widow 1 . 
Dharmasutra writers usually place the son of a widow 
low in their scheme of succession. In Ahguttara 
Nikaya we see a lady assuring her husband on his 
death bed that she would never remarry after his death, 
but would look after the household and children 2 . 

Owing to the growing influence of the ascetic 
ideals, the opposition to widow remarriage began 
to grow stronger and stronger from c. 200 a. d. 
Vishnu recommends celibacy to the widow. Manu 
lays down that a widow should never even think of 
remarriage after her husband’s death 3 . Narada 
(c. 500 a. d.) can think of a girl’s marriage only once 
(XII, 28). Elsewhere, however, he allows a woman to 
remarry if her husband had expired, or entered a 
monastery, or gone out on a long journey. Paras'ara 
concurs with this view 4 . The contradictory provi- 
sions, that we sometimes come across in works like 
Naradasmriti of this period, would show that though 
widow marriages were getting unpopular in Brahmana 
community, they were still common among the other 
classes. The famous emperor Chandragupta Vikra- 
maditya, (e. 375-414 a. d.), who was probably a 
Vais'ya by caste, had married his elder brother’s wife 

1 xf qfqqf jJcTsrfWHTqTH I 
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after the death of her husband. Kumaragupta, a son 
of this union, became an heir to the Gupta empire. 

It is important to add that the opponents of the 
widow remarriage of this period were not against 
the remarriage of child widows. The prevalence of 
early marriages at this time had raised the problem 
of the child widow* and it was at first sympathetically 
solved by society. Social thinkers represented in the 
later portion of the Mahabharata declare that no dero- 
gation would attach to a child widow if she married 
again ; her sons would be fully entitled to offer ob- 
lations both to gods and manes 1 . 

The earlier writers of the Dharmasastra also 
adopt a sympathetic attitude towards the child 
widow. Thus Vasishtha states that if merely the 
marriage ritual is performed and the marriage itself 
is not consummated, the girl should be married again 2 . 
Baudhayana holds the same view (II, *2, 4, 7). Laghu- 
Satatapa holds that such a girl is really a virgin, 
and she should marry again as a matter of course 3 . 

From about 600 a. d. the prejudice against the 
widow remarriage began to become deeper and deeper. 
Smriti writers from this period onwards begin to con- 
demn them vehemently. Passages in earlier works 
clearly permitting them began to be explained away 
as referring to a bygone age. The Adityapurana 
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declares that widow remarriage is not to be performed 
in the Kali age 1 . A widow’s son could not be invited 
for a $raddha. Referring to the permission for his 
sacred initiation given by earlier texts, Laghu-As'va- 
layana states frankly that it may have been a good 
and valid custom in a former age, but it can no longer 
be followed in the present , times 2 . Madhava, while 
commenting upon the famous text in Paras'ara permit- 
ting remarriage, observes that it is no longer valid in 
the Kali age. 

From about 1000 a. d. the prohibition of re- 
marriage began to be extended even to the cases of 
child widows. Devapabhatta (c. 1150 a. d.) states 
that the texts sanctioning remarriages in such cases 
have no application to the present age 3 . A section 
of the puritanical school tried to extend the denotation 
of the term widow. It was argued that girls betrothed 
verbally, nay e^en mentally, should be regarded as 
married. If perchance their husbands died before the 
performance of the marriage ritual, they should be re- 
garded as widows and become ineligible for remarriage 4 . 
If by mistake a person married such a ‘widow,’ he was 
to perform a penance and abandon her. The marriage 
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was invalid ab initio b Luckily this absurd doctrine 
did not appeal to society ; it continued to be guided 
by Manu’s sensible opinion that no marital tie arises 
before the marriage ritual is actually performed. 

Thqjagh this move to extend the meaning of the 
term widow failed, widow remarriages disappeared 
almost completely from society from about 1100 a. d. 
Even, child widows could not be married. This pro- 
hibition, however, became operative only in the higher 
sections of Hindu society. As far as its lower strata 
were concerned, — and they form more than 80 per 
cent, of the community, — remarriages continued to be 
current among them. It was only in the last century 
that out of a desire to increase their respectability, 
some lower classes began to impose upon themselves 
the prohibition of widow marriage. The tendency 
has now disappeared. 

Let us now examine the consequences of the pro- 
hibition of Niyoga and remarriage. The school ad- 
vocating the recognition of the right of inheritance of 
the widow got an additional ground in its favour when 
they ceased to remarry. If widows were not to re- 
marry or have any Niyoga relations, it was but fair 
that they should be conceded a share in the property 
of their husbands, to whom they were showing signal 
fidelity in most trying circumstances. Another con- 
sequence, and a sad one, followed the discontinuance 
of the widow remarriage. Many young widows found it 
a hard ordeal to lead a life of enforced celibacy and 
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began to prefer to die with their husbands, rather 
than live behind them. The custom of Sati there- 
fore became more general. Some widows, however, 
had not the courage to go through this inhuman fiery 
ordeal ; nor had they sufficient strength of mind and 
character to live up to the high ascetic ideal pre- 
scribed for them. It is sad to record that they were 
driven to lead the life of a concubine or avaruddha strl. 
The Kamasiitra informs us that a widow, unable to 
lead a celibate life, used to approach a rich person, 
who used to accept her as wife without the form- 
ality of any religious marriage 1 . If she found it 
diflficnlt to pull on well with him, she would have re- 
course to another person. It is difficult to state what 
percentage of widows was driven to this sad life, but 
probably it was not large. 

In the absence of definite data, it is difficult to 
state what percentage of widows used to avail them- 
selves of the opportunity of remarriage when it was 
permitted to them. Probably women with children 
did not usually think of remarriage. Among the rest 
also, many had a genuine love for their departed spouses 
and would not therefore think of remarriage. They 
tried, and tried with admirable success, to wade 
through the dreary life of widowhood, supported by 
their devotion to their husbands and such consolation 
as religion could afford. A few welcomed escape 
through the dreadful door of the Sati custom, when it 
became popular in later times. Some, however, found 

I IV, 2. 
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the ordeal of celibacy too trying and had recourse to 
remarriage. When that door was closed, they were 
driven to concubinage. This development should 
have induced society to change its attitude towards 
widow remarriage. The ascetic ideal of life had, how- 
ever, acquired a complete ascendancy over the social 
mind. A large number of Jain, Buddhist and Hindu 
monks and nuns were following that ideal, and it was 
felt that widows also should do the same. Leaders 
of society should, however, have realised that what a 
few men and women could do out of intense religious 
conviction, could not be prescribed for a whole class. 
They should have realised that if the average widower 
found it difficult to pass his life without a second 
marriage, the average widow could not be in a diffierent 
predicament. Society had, however, ceased to be guided 
by reason at this time, and had come under the com- 
plete sway of authority. Smriti texts* and Smriti texts 
too of the most recent date, which interdicted remarri- 
age, were its Sole sources of inspiration. Ancient autho- 
rities, which clearly permitted the widow remarriage, 
were silently ignored or ingeniously explained away. 

Leaders of thought of the Hindu society in the 
medieval period were the writers of law digests and 
the saints of the Bhakti school. The former were too 
much under the influence of later Smritis to recom- 
mend a course opposed to their injunctions. The 
latter could hardly have championed the cause of the 
widow remarriage, as they were completely under the 
influence of the ascetic ideal. The prejudice of Hindu 
society against widow remarriage began to become 
deeper and deeper. Nay, it could never conceive the 
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possibility of a respectable widow embarking on a 
course of remarriage. Tragic cases of girls being - 
widowed at the age of 8 or 9 were often happening in 
society ; but people regarded them as decrees of an 
unscrutable Providence and bowed down to them. 
Parshurambhau Patwardhan, one of the Peshwa 
generals, had the misfortune of his daughter being 
widowed at the age of 8 ; contemporary documents 
show that he thought it extremely unreasonble that 
such girl widows should not be allowed to remarry. 
But he could not break away from the tradition and 
get his daughter remarried. 

It was only with the advent of western ideas 
during the second quarter of the last century that 
some leaders of thought began to realise the inequity 
of compelling widows to lead a life of enforced celibacy. 
Ishvarchandra Vidyasagar was the chief among them, 
and he succeeded in getting the necessary legislation 
passed in the Imperial Council in 1856, permitting 
widow remarriage under certain conditions. This 
legislation, however, was too much in advance of time, 
and did not succeed in giving any appreciable impetus 
to the cause of widow remarriage. Social reformers, 
who were championing this cause, were not all sincere 
in their advocacy. Many of them expressed public 
apology for their association with widow marriages,, 
and some of them refused to follow the gospel they 
preached, when eventually occasions arose for them to< 
to contract a second marriage. In these days social 
and religious boycott was a terrible weapon, 
which leaders of orthodox thought could use with tre- 
mendous effect. So, for a decade or two, even ardent 



v ] PRESENT DAY ATTITUDE TO REMARRIAGE 187 

social reformers dare not follow what they preached. 
More than 99 per cent, of widows also were honestly 
holding the view that it would be a great sacrilege 
for them to depart from the established custom. 
Women «are proverbially conservative, even in mat- 
ters that adversely affect their own welfare. 

The cause of the widow remarriage has begun to 
make appreciable progress since the beginning of this 
century. Many sincere workers have come forward 
to devote themselves to it. The terrible havoc caused 
by the plague at the beginning of the 20th century 
made the problem acute. With the wider spread of 
western education, reason began to reassert itself ; 
Smriti texts began to lose their hold, and reformers 
could point out earlier and more authoritative works 
which permitted widow remarriage. The angle of 
vision of society of looking to the problem is rapidly 
changing ; the thinking section now ftankly recognises 
that the cause of the widow marriage is a just one, 
deserving the sympathy and support of all humane per- 
sons. The ascetic and puritanical atmosphere, which 
is a sine qua non for the successful working of the ban 
on widow marriage, has now completely disappeared 
from society, probably never to return. The age of 
reason has returned which refuses to sanction a course 
for the widows, which widowers are unwilling and 
unable to follow. The authority of later Smritis, which 
prohibit the widow marrige, is being questioned in the 
light of the earlier Smritis and Gratis, which permit it. 
The closer study of social data ajfd statistics is revea- 
ling that society becomes an unconscious party to great 
moral inequities by refusing its sanction to remarriages. 
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All these factors are now operating with full force and 
helping the cause of the widow remarriage. There is, 
however, much up-hill work still to be done ; the 
number of widows under the age of 15 was as high as 
8,16,926 in the census of 1981. It cannot ba denied 
that a large number of them may be anxious and 
yet unable to remarry. 

Tonsure. 

The custom of the tonsure of widows, which is 
a very ugly and unfortunate one, is of recent 
origin and growth. The motive underlying it was to 
make the outward appearance of the widow in har- 
mony with the ideal of renunciation ( samnyasa ), 
that she was expected to follow. Monks and nuns 
used to shave their heads ; it was felt that widows 
should do the same. It was hoped that this would 
help in creating t an ascetic atmosphere around her, 
so necessary for her resolution to lead a celibate life. 
The procedure was calculated to destroy the beauty of 
face ; it was thought that it would incidentally afford 
the widow a greater protection against the unwanted 
attentions of undesirable characters. 

We have seen above that both Niyoga and re- 
marriage were permitted to the widow down to c. 
500 a. d. The custom of tonsure could obviously 
have not arisen upto that time. Among the duties 
of widows which are described at great length in early 
Smritis, the shaving of the head does never figure. Some 
authorities interdict £he decoration of the hair 1 ; this 
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shows that the hair was there on the head and 
was not shaved. The widowed daughters-in-law of 
Dhritarashtra are expressly described in the epic as 
having the hair on the head decently arranged 1 . 
There w&s clearly no tonsure in vogue. Epigraphic 
evidence, shows that during widowhood, the curly hair 
of women used to become straight 2 ; this shows that 
only the oiling of hair was stopped. It is thus clear 
from the above data that widows used to keep their 
hair, but they were not allowed to oil, decorate or 
arrange them in any luxurious or fashionable manner. 

When precisely the custom of tonsure came into 
vogue is not easy to determine. Epigraphic and 
Smriti evidence cited above shows that the custom 
was not in vogue down to the 9th century a. d. Some 
Smritis, like that of Vedavyasa, which are probably 
later than this period, begin to recommend that if a 
widow does not become a Sati, she should tonsure 
her head 3 . The prohibition of Niyoga and remarriage, 
which began to be fully operative at this period, gave 
a further impetus to the custom. Medieval writers 
like Madhava and Anantadeva recommend the custom, 
and it is referred to by several European merchants 
and travellers from the 16th century downwards. It 
was quite common in the kingdom of Vijayanagar. 
We may, therefore, conclude that the custom became 
general from about 1200 a. d. Probably it was first 
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confined to the Brahmana class, and was then gra- 
dually extended to the rest of society. It was, how- 
ever, more common in southern than in northern India. 

Among Jains and Buddhists, nuns used to be shaved. 
The custom of the tonsure of widows seems to have been 
borrowed from this practice. At any rate it smacked 
of a heterodox tendency to some orthodox thinkers, 
and they proceeded to oppose it on that account 
tooth and nail. This was the case with the ^rivaish- 
navas of southern India, many of whose Samhi- 
tas prohibit tonsure of women in express and decisive 
terms 1 . The prohibition extends to both maidens and 
widows. The question of the tonsure of maidens would 
arise only if they wanted to become nuns, availing 
themselves of the permission given in Buddhism and 
Jainism. The opposition of $rivaishnavas to the 
custom was most vehement ; they declare that a wo- 
man who shaved her head would go to the most terrible 
hell; she would become a Chandall in a subsequent life. 
The most advisable course for a widow, therefore, was 
to continue to have her hair till her death. This oppo- 
sition, however, was of no avail, for eventually the 
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custom spread even among the Vaishnavas of south 
India. 

The custom of tonsure was quite common till the 
•end of the last century. A widow was regarded as 
impure alhd ineligible for association with religious rites 
and functions as long as she had not removed her hair. 
Orthodox people would not take any water or food 
touched by her. 

Hindu reformers launched a most determined 
attack against the custom in the nineties of the last 
century. Prin. Agarkar’s articles against the custom 
created a ferment in Maharashtra. Society began to 
realise that the custom, far from protecting widows, 
was often exposing them to the mercies of most un- 
scrupulous persons. The custom began to disappear 
rapidly in the first quarter of the 20th century. At 
present it has practically died down in towns and 
cities. It still lingers in rural areas, but there also 
its days are numbered. 

A Resume 

Let us now take a general resume of the position 
of the widow from age to age. We find that down to 
c. 300 b. c., her position on the whole was fairly satis- 
factory. The prehistoric custom of Sati having died 
down, she was not required to immolate herself on the 
funeral pyre of her husband. If she was disinclined 
to lead a life of celibacy, she could either contract a 
second marriage or have recourse to Niyoga, the latter 
hardly differing from the former in earlier times. The 
custom of tonsure was absolutely unknown. Her only 
disability was a proprietary one ; as we shall see in the 
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chapter IX, she was not regarded as an heir to her 
husband’s property. This was, however, more or 
less a theoretical disability. Niyoga and remarriage 
being common, it was very rare for a widow not to 
have a son ; so what she could not claim as an heir 
to her husband, she could get as a guardian of her 
minor son. 

From c. 300 b. c. the position of the widow began 
to deteriorate. Sati custom began gradually to come 
into vogue in Kshatriya circles. Secular and religious 
Hindu thinkers opposed its revival, and for some 
centuries they were able to check its spread. Eventu- 
ally, however, their opposition proved of no avail and 
the custom spread to all sections of the community. 
Society began to come under a progressively greater 
influence of ascetic views and ideals, and as a result, 
th customs of both Niyoga and remarriage began to 
become gradually unpopular at about the beginning 
of the Christian era. Widows, not inclined to lead a 
celibate life, could however have recourse either to 
Niyoga or remarriage down to c. 500 a. d. There- 
after, however, the force of public opinion made it 
difficult for them to do so. Niyoga came to be de- 
finitely' 1 forbidden for the present age. Remarriages 
of child widows continued to be permitted till about 
1000 a. d., but soon thereafter even this concession 
was withdrawn. 

Widows came to be regarded as inauspicious ; 
they could not be present at the marriages of even 
their own children. They had to lead a dreary life 
of enforced celibacy, and society did not show much 
sympathy to them. Many widows waded through their 
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unwanted life, supported by such solace as religion 
could afford them. Some summoned the necessary 
fortitude and preferred to escape from life through 
the frightful door of the Sati custom, which con- 
sequently began to become commoner. A few found 
it impossible to follow either course and lapsed into a 
life of ignominy and immorality. 

The only direction in which a change for the better 
took place in the condition of the widow after c. 
200 a. d. was the question of the rights of inheri- 
tance. When a large number of widows were leading 
a life characterised by high moral fervour, remaining 
true to the memory of their departed consorts, society 
found it necessary to make provision for their suit- 
able maintenance. Joint families, of which they were 
members, were no doubt morally bound to provide 
for their maintenance, but it was felt that widows 
should be given a life estate in the property of their 
late husbands in order to enable them to lead a 
peaceful and retired life. This concession, however, 
was given only to those widows, whose husbands had 
separated from the joint family. It was only Bengal, 
which extended it to all widows. This question, how- 
ever, will be discussed at length in Chapter IX. 

From c. 1000 a. d. the condition of the widow 
further deteriorated. The custom of tonsure came into 
vogue. The motives for its adoption may have been 
good, but its consequences were often disastrous. 
The custom of Sati now began to appeal more 
and more to all classes of society. As a consequence, 
sometimes even unwilling widows were driven to 
follow it owing to the force of public opinion. Some- 
18 [w. h. o.] 
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times on rare occasions even child widows were burnt, 
lest they should go astray and bring disgrace to their 
families. Society had become quite callous. It is 
true that a very large number of widows voluntarily 
ascended funeral pyres, but society had no moral right 
to hold up a custom for admiration, which was likely 
to result in the burning alive of even a few innocent 
and unwilling human beings. Eeason, however, had 
ceased to weigh with Hindu society at this time, as 
it did before in an earlier age. Authority counted 
for everything, and authority too of the most recent 
texts. 

The above survey will show that it was but 
natural that widowhood should have been regarded 
with the greatest apprehension by Hindu women. 
The widow did not receive much intelligent sympathy 
from society as a whole. She had to spend her life 
with her head stiaven and arms bared ; she was an 
outcaste on festive occasions, — a bad omen, her 
very sight being regarded as most inauspicious. 
A lady apprehending to be widowed observes in the 
Mahabharata that a widow is pounced on all sides 
by the wicked like a piece of flesh by the birds of 
prey 1 . The greatest danger that can overcome a woman 
is widowhood, says the Kamayana 2 . In the earlier 
period, when the Satl custom was unknown and re- 
marriages were allowed, her lot was somewhat better ; 
nevertheless she was regarded as inauspicious.. Later 
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on, it became positively unbearable. It was a remark- 
able amount of fortitude and resignation, strengthened 
by the solace of religion and the belief in Karman, 
which enabled the Hindu widow to pass through her 
dreary life. A vast majority of them dedicated them- 
selves to religious and spiritual pursuits. Service 
of the family and society was their motto. They were 
a source of inspiration to all around them on account 
of their self-sacrifice, disinterested service and devo- 
tion to spiritual pursuits. Some, however, found this 
ideal too difficult to follow, and it was a great pity 
that society should have failed to take proper steps 
to facilitate their remarriage. The spirit of the times, 
however, renderd such a move impossible. 



CHAPTER VI. 


Women and Public Life. 

We have so far dealt with the position of women 
with reference to their family life. Modern readers, 
however, would be naturally anxious to know what 
facilities were afforded to women in ancient India to 
take part in public life and activities. Could they at 
all come out in public, or were they condemned to a 
Purda life ? If they were allowed to move freely in 
society, what were the spheres in which they used to 
take an active part ? Were there any careers open 
to them ? If so, which ? Could they take any part 
in the administration of the country ? We shall 
now proceed to discuss these questions. 

Purda System 1 . 

Considerable discussion has been going on as to 
whether the Purda system was prevalent in ancient 
India or not. There is a divergence of opinion on the 
point. Some hold that it was quite unknown in the 
pre-Muslim days. Others maintain that Hindu 
ladies used to wear veils even before the advent of 
the Mahomadens. The available evidence on the 
point is of a dubious nature, and can be manipulated 
to support either view. It therefore requires a very 
careful scrutiny. 

1 The Anglo-Indian spelling ‘Purdah’ is not followed in 
this work. 
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There is no doubt whatsoever that the Purda 
was quite unknown down to about the beginning of 
the Christian era. In Indo-Iranian times women 
could move quite freely in society, and manage 
the family farms if necessary 1 . The same was the 
case in the Yedic age. We have shown already 
how girls were often educated along with boys 
(ante, p. 16). We have also shown how love 
marriages would take place not infrequently, and how 
youths could approach their sweethearts to win their 
love, and how both would often go together to see 
shows and sports (ante, pp. 79-80). All this would 
not have been possible if the Purda system had been 
observed in society by maidens. 

Nor did the things change after the marriage. 
The Yedic marriage hymn requires the bride to be 
shown to all the assembled guests at the end of the 
marriage ritual 2 . The hope was further expressed 
that the bride should be able to speak with composure 
in public assemblies down to her old age 3 . The 
presence of ladies in social and public gatherings was 
a normal feature in the Vedic times. It was quite wel- 
come to society 4 . Whenever anything charming or 
graceful is to be described, Vedic poets usually think 
of the gaily attired lady, going out for a function, 
as the standard object of comparison (R. V ., IV, 

1 Dowson, The Ethical Beligion of Zoraster, p. 153 
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58, 7 ; X, 168, 2; etc.). From the Nirukta,(c. 500 b.c.), 
we learn that ladies used to go out to courts of law to 
establish their claims of inheritance (III, 5). There 
is no reference to any Purda arrangement being made 
for their attendance. Nor does Rigveda 1, 167, 8 con- 
tain any reference to the Purda system 1 . The laddie, 
now being dipped into the ghee pot and then being 
taken out and brought forward to pour its contents 
into the sacrificial fire, is compared in this verse to a 
lady, now remaining in the privacy of her house, 
and then coming out in public to attend a meeting. 

The earliest reference to the Purda system is to be 
found in the present version of the epics. There we 
see that some kind of Purda was observed in certain 
royal families, which felt, probably on account of a 
notion of prestige, that royal ladies should not 
come within the gaze of vulgar eyes. At the time 
when Srta *set out with her husband for the forest 
through the public thoroughfares of Ayodhya, a regret 
is expressed in the Ramayana that a lady, who had 
so far not been seen even by the spirits of the sky, 
should now become the object of public gaze 2 . A 
similar observation occurs in the MahabhSrata also 
at the time of Dhritarashtra’s departure to forest. 3 
The RSmSyaria further observes that there is no 
objection if women come out in public on the occa- 
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sions of marriages, svayamvaras, sacrifices and public 
calamities 1 . It would follow from this that they should 
remain in Purda in normal life. 

It would appear that all the three passages above 
referred *to, are interpolations of a later age, when 
the Purda system was introduced in a few royal fami- 
lies. For the other data in the epics themselves go 
against the prevalence of the Purda. Thus when 
Kausalya, Kaikeyl and Sumitra go out to Chitra- 
kuta to induce Rama to return to AyodhyS, they move 
in public without any veil. Sit a herself feels no em- 
barrassment of a Purda lady, when she is going out 
through the streets of Ayodhya. In the forests too, 
which were infested with demons and enemies, 
she is moving about without any veil. So the poet’s 
observation that she had not been seen even by the 
spirits of the sky is simply a poetic exaggeration made 
to heighten the pathos of her banishrfient to forest life. 
Draupadl’s public appearance in the gambling hall 
presupposes an entire absence of the Purda. 
Neither Kunti nor Gandhari is seen to be observing 
it. In the story of king Poshya, narrated in the 
Mahabharata (I, 1-3), we find the student Uttanka 
proceeding to the queen in her harem in order to beg 
her earrings for presenting them to his teacher’s 
wife. This would not have been possible, if there were 
Purda in the king’s palace. Apart from the verses 
referred to in the last paragraph, the epics show no 
acquaintance with the Purda system. They are 
therefore likely to be later additions, made with the 
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desire to heighten the pathos of the departure of Sita 
and Dhritarashtra to forest. 

It would however appear that soon after the 
beginning of the Christian era, a section of society 
began to advocate a greater seclusion for' women. 
This was more particularly the case in royal families, 
where the notion began to prevail that royal ladies 
should not come within the public gaze. The ear- 
liest evidence of this view is to be found in the dramas 
of BhSsa ( c . 200 a. d.). In his Pratimd we find Sita 
coming on the stage with a veil, though subsequently 
RSma asks her to remove it in order to allow the weep- 
ing citizens to have a parting glance of the princess, 
whom they adored so much. The widowed queens of 
Dasaratha are also seen in this drama to be moving with 
a veil, when they go out to see the gallery of royal statues. 
This prevents even Bharata from recognising them. In 
the Svapnavasavadatta, Padinavatl does not observe any 
Purda during her maidenhood, but after her marriage 
she does not like that her husband should receive 
the ambassador from Uj jay ini in her presence. The 
king, however, overrules her objection, pointing out 
that the elite of the society would feel offended if the 
Purda was observed by the queen in their presence 1 . 

It would therefore appear that by about 300 a. d. 
some royal families were beginning to think it desir- 
able that their ladies should be seen only by the select 
few; when moving in public they should put on a veil. 
Tke royal example was being imitated by a few families 
in higher and fashionable society; in the Mrichchha- 
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.katika we find the courtesan Vasantsena being offered a 
veil, when she was raised to the status of a respectable 
lady at the end of the drama. 

This view was, however, shared only by a small 
section ©f society, perhaps confined to one part of 
India. It appeared as altogether irrational to women 
in general, who began to oppose it with all their might. 
From the Lalitavistara we learn that when Gfopa, the 
bride-elect of the Buddha was betrothed to him, she 
was advised to wear a veil. She refused to follow the 
course, observing that the pure in thought require no 
such artificial protection 1 . 

This rational opposition, which the Purda system 
was receiving from spirited ladies, resulted in the 
system not becoming popular for several centuries. 
It may have been prevailing in a few royal families, 
but their number was very small. It was probably 
confined to a small corner of northern India. Sculp- 
tures and paintings of the first millennium of the 
Christian era do not at all disclose any veils over ladies’ 
faces. The sculptures at Sanchi in Central India, for 
instance, show that the women of the 2nd century b.c. 
could see a procession from the balconies of their houses 
without covering their faces with veils (Plate I ). The 
same was the case in the Deccan during the 5th and 
6th centuries a. d., as may be gathered from several 
paintings at Ajanta 2 . This is clearly incompatible with 
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the Purda system. Ajanta supplies further and more 
significant evidence to show that the Purda was al- 
together unknown in the Deccan at this time. We find 
queen MayadevI seated in the open court without any 
veil, when astrologers are being consulted about 
the implications of her dream 1 . The wise minister 
Yidhura Paadita delivers his sermons to royal ladies,, 
none of whom cares to veil her face in his presence 2 . 
P»oth at Sanchi and Ajanta we come across mixed 
throngs of men and women moving together in streets 2 , 
and participating in worship at public temples (Plate 
II); women are, however, not to be seen wearing any 
veils. To show a veil round the face may be rather 
difficult for a sculptor, but not at all for a painter. If 
therefore we see even married women moving about in 
public without any Purda in Ajanta paintings, the con- 
clusion is irresistible that it was hardly much in vogue 
even in the higher and 'fashionable sections of society. 

The evidence of sculptures and paintings is 
corroborated by the data of Dharmasastra and classical 
Sanskrit literatur . Several Smritis like those of 
Manu and Yajnavalkya lay down detailed rules about 
the life of women, btit they nowhere lay down that 
women were not to go out except when properly 
veiled. 

In Sanskrit dramas, we do not find any traces of 
the Purda system. The plots of the Sakuntala, and 
the Malatl-Mddhava, for example, would not have 
been possible in a Purda-ridden society. In the first 

1 Ibid, PI. XX. 

2 Ibid, Plates XXXIV, XXXIX. 

3 Ibid, Plates XXIV, XXV; Cunningham, PI. XXVII. 
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Act of the S&kuntala the maidens do not cover their 
faces with veils, even when they see and converse with 
Dushyanta 1 . In the Malatl-Madhava the heroine and 
her numerous friends go out to the temple without 
any veil whatsoever ; the hero is thus able to perceive 
the maddening beauty of the heroine and falls in love 
with her. Similarly in the K&dambarl of Bana, neither 
Mah5svet§, nor Kadambarl, nor any of their numerous 
friends and attendants observe any Purda. From the 
Meghaduta (I, 26) we learn that women of Ujjayini used 
to go to the Sipra for sport in water at the time of 
bath. This would not have been possible if the Purda 
were in vogue there. Yuan Chuang has given an in- 
timate picture of the Hindu society of the 7th century 
a. d., but he nowhere refers to the Purda system. We 
learn from him that Rajyas'ri, the widowed sister of 
Harsha., used to come out without a veil in her bro- 
ther’s court. The Rdjatarahgim gives a detailed 
account of the life in Kashmir court and palace during 
the period 700-1150 a. d. ; but we can nowhere get 
any references to the Purda in it. Abu Zaid, an 
Arabian traveller of the early 10th century, has 
noted that in most of the courts in India queens 
appeared in public without any veils (Elliot and 
Dowson, I, p. 11). It is therefore clear that the 
Purda was confined to a very small section of the 
ruling classes down to the 10th century a. d. 

1 In the V Act, the heroine no doubt appears with a veil, but 
that is because she had donned it as a protection against the dust 
and weather during her journey. It was not doffed by her for some 
time owing to her sense of bashfulness and embarrassment at her 
first public appearance before her husband. Her veil in the V Act 
therefore does not prove the existence of the Purda system. 



204 WOMEN AND PUBLIC LIFE [ OH. 

Though in Hindu society as a whole there was 
nothing like the modern Purda system in existence, 
there were certain restrictions on the movements of 
women. They could go' out to visit their friends and 
relations, but decorum required that they should not 
stay at their houses for the night, or when their 
business was over. They were to observe a certain 
amount of reserve in the presence of strangers. They 
could speak with merchants and doctors and transact 
the necessary business, but they were to be circums- 
pect while dealing with unknown persons 1 . They 
could receive male guests, but they were relieved of 
this duty, if there were male relatives in the 
family to discharge it. There were here and there 
some jealous husbands, who would not allow their 
wives to go out without their permission to see shows 
and amusements ( ArthaSastra , III, 3), but they were 
the exception rather than the rule. 

Though there was no Purda system, women who 
felt themselves to be in a rather helpless condition, 
would often avoid going out in public. Such was 
the case of widows and maidens without proper 
guardians, and of married women, whose husbands 
had gone out on a journey 2 . Thus in the Svapnavasava- 
datta of Bhli-sa, queen Padmavatl observes that it was 
but natural for Tapasi to avoid strangers, because her 
husband was out on a journey 3 . If it was necessary 

Sankha in Apararka on Yaj., I, 88. 
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for such women to work for their bread, Kautilya 
lays down that the Superintendent of the Weaving 
Department should make arrangements to send cotton 
to their homes for being spun into thread. They were 
not required to go to his office, unless they chose to do 
so (II, 23). When they moved out, or had to converse 
with strangers, they used to put on a veil. When 
their guardians returned, they used to discard it. 

To conclude, we find that even in pre-Muslim 
times there was a section in society from c. 200 a. d., 
which advocated the use of the veil for royal ladies 
for the purpose of increasing their prestige. There 
is, however, no evidence to prove that even five 
per cent, of royal families observed this custom during 
the Hindu period. Women of richer classes led a more 
sheltered life than what would be welcomed by the 
educated ladies today. This is shown by the term 
antahpuram ‘inner apartment’ used to denote the 
harem in the palace. Strangers were not expected to 
enter it. Women themselves would often retire 
into seclusion, when they found that their natural 
guardians were not with them. With their return, 
they would again begin to move out as usual, of 
course with due regard to decorum and propriety. 

Even in the Katjiasaritsagara, written towards 
the end of the 1,1th century a. d., there are hardly 
any traces of the Purda. In the story of Arthalobha 
(III, 286) we find a lady participating in mercantile 
business. Polygamous kings occasionally attempted 
to introduce some seclusion in their harems, but they 
were strongly and successfully opposed by their queens. 
Thus in the story of BathaprabhS, we find the heroine 
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protesting to her husband against his view that even 
his own friends should not enter her apartments. ‘ I 
consider’, says she, ‘ that the strict seclusion of wonaen 
is a folly produced by jealosy. It is of no use what- 
soever. Women of good character are guarded only 
by their own virtue and nothing else 1 . 

There are absolutely no traces of any Purda 
observed within the family in the Hindu period. It 
was the regular duty of a daughter-in-law to pay her 
respects to elderly relations by bowing at their feet. 
There is nothing whatsoever in our tradition or litera- 
ture to suggest that the father-in-law' or the elder 
brother-in-law could not see the face of a daughter-in- 
law or a younger sister-in-law, as is the case now 
under the Purda system in northern India. 

The general adoption of the Purda system by the 
ruling and aristocratic families of Hindu community is 
subsequent to the advent of the Muslim rule. It was 
accepted by Hindu society partly in imitation of the 
manners of the conquerors, and partly as an additional 
protection for the women folk. In the Muslim ruling 
families the Purda was so strict that a message had to 
pass through three intermediaries before it could reach 
the desired person in the zenana (J. A. S. B., 1935, 
p. 246). The Hindu chiefs and nobles followed the 
example of their overlords in their own harems. This" 
happened almost universally in northern India, where 
the Muslim rule and culture were in ascendancy for a 

1 fimg* jrcWsr a* iwew i 
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long time. In the Deccan, the Muslim influence was 
superficial, and so the Purda system got no footing in 
the Hindu society there. It was, however, introduced 
in their families by the Maratha rulers with a desire to 
render themselves as respectable as the Muslim kings 
whom they had supplanted. 

There were some further causes to facilitate the 
general adoption of the custom at about 1200 a. d.. 
As a rule Hindu women at this time were illiterate and 
inexperienced. The times were unsettled, there was 
a general feeling of insecurity and Hindu life and 
honour did nbt count for much in the eyes of the con- 
querors. The Purda afforded some additional pro- 
tection to beautiful women while out on journey 
from the covetous eyes of an unscrupulous soldiery. 
It was therefore welcomed by Hindu women. They 
did not protest against it as Ratnaprabha, a heroine 
in the Katkasaritsagara, had done before. 

The Purda system became quite common among 
rich Hindu families of Bengal and United Provinces 
in the 15th and the 16th centuries. Both Vidyapati 
and Chaitanya refer to it. When the wives of Raja 
Rudra Pratap Singh of Puri came to see Chaitanya, 
they travelled in covered litters. In Rajputana the 
custom became universal in the ruling families. 
It was regarded as an essential insignia of respec- 
tability and high breeding. As a consequence, down to 
the present century, persons who had risen in wealth 
and importance were anxious to introduce Purda 
in their family in order to * command respecta- 
bility. Women of the peasant and working 
classes could of course not afford to remain in 
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seclusion; they had to move out for their daily work. 
They used to move the lapel of their saris slightly 
over their faces when a stranger passed by them. 

The above survey of the history of the Purda 
system would show that it was confined t® an infi- 
nitesimal section of Hindu society down to the begin- 
ning of the 11th century a. d. In most strata of 
the community, there was no seclusion of women and 
they could take a fair part in the social life around 
them. They could move about with a fair degree of 
freedom in the earlier period. They could visit tem- 
ples and monasteries to listen to religious discourses. 
They could go to see shows in the company of their 
friends and lovers. These visits afforded convenient 
opportunities to young people, anxious to settle in 
matrimony. In urban areas women could go out 
to public parks for sport and recreation. A fifth 
century inscription describes the parks of the city of 
Mandsore in Central India as full of young ladies 
singing gleefully 1 . In the Ramayana we are told that 
when peace and order prevail in society, maidens go 
out in the evening to gardens for play and recreation 
(II, 67, 17). Ladies in high families could even take 
part in dramas that were to be , shown to a limited 
audience. 

The situation gradually changed with the lowering 
of the marriage age. Inexperienced and uneducated 
wives became incapable of taking part in many of the 
activities mentioned above. Naturally husbands began 
to claim and excerdse a greater control over them, 
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which proved detrimental to their participation 
in the social and public life and activities. 
Jealous husbands with narrow outlook would not 
allow their wives to mix freely with the outside world. 
This created an atmosphere favourable for the spread 
of the theory that women should lead a life of seclu- 
sion. During the Hindu period, however, the theory 
found acceptance only in a very small number of ruling 
families. With the advent of the Muslim rule it gained 
a powerful impetus owing to the culture and example 
of the conquerors. Women were ill-fitted to fight for 
their earlier freedom on account of their inexperience 
and ignorance and submitted to the new order. 

It may be, however, pointed out that seclusion 
of women was not confined to India alone. In 
Athens at c. 500 b. c. women could not meet their 
husbands’ guests, or go outside the house without 
proper guards (E.R.E., Vol.V,p. 785).* A bridegroom 
could not see his bride before marriage in the cultural 
capital of ancient Greece, owing to the strict conven- 
tions under which women lived (Ibid, Vol. VIII, p. 
445). A character in one of the plays of Menander 
says, ‘ A free woman should be bounded by the 
street door’. At Sparta women had separate 
apartments and could not be present at a 
banquet. In ancient Assyria veil was worn by all 
married women, harlots and concubines being regarded 
as ineligible for it. In Persia also seclusion of women 
had become quite common before the beginning of the 
Christian era. The Bible lays down* that women should 
not speak in public at the Church. If they had any 
difficulties, they were to ask their husbands at home, 
14 [w.h.c.] 
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for ‘ it is a shame for women to speak in the Church ’ 

(I Corithians, 14, 34-5). Early Church Fathers held 

' * 

similar views. Tertullian says, ‘ For a virgin of 
virtuous habits every public appearance with an un- 
veiled face was equivalent to suffering , a rape’ 1 . 
Clement of Alexandria says, ‘ Let the woman be 
entirely covered, unless she happens to be at home. 
She will not invite another to fall into a sin by 
uncovering her face’. 2 In Russia soon after the intro- 
duction of Christianity the Terem system was intro- 
duced, which shut out women from friends and foes 
alike. In the 16th century wives and daughters of 
noblemen could not be seen even by their own brothers 
and other near relations (Halle, Women in Soviet 
Russia, p. 11). 

To come to modern times, we find that in the west 
also women lived under strict conventions till quite 
recent times. Down to 1850 a. d. in England a 
woman could not take a walk, much less a railway 
journey, alone ; nor could she ask a fellow worker to 
visit her, unless that fellow worker happened to be not 
only a girl, but also a member of a familiar family. 
It was almost scandalous for a woman to address a 
public meeting. When two ladies spoke at a meeting 
convened for the purpose of supporting the women’s 
cause in 1869, a member of Parliament said, ‘ Two 
ladies, wives of members of this Parliament, had 
recently disgraced themselves by speaking in public.’ 
When the House of Commons was built in 1844, it was 
with great difficulty*that a Ladies’ Gallery was sane- 

1 Quoted by M. Lyer in Family , p. 229. 

2 Quoted by Davies in A short History , p. 223. 
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tioned. It was, however, decided to put a grille before 
it in order to screen the occupants from the public 
gaze. This grille was removed only in 1918 1 . 

The above survey of the Purda system shows that 
the seclusion of women was quite common in most 
of the eastern and western civilisations down to quite 
recent times. Owing to the continuance of the medi- 
eval atmosphere and the advent and dominence of the 
Muslim civilisation, India has continued to cling to 
the custom down to modem times. In recent 
years, however, the Purda custom has begun to beat 
a precipitate retreat. Social reformers and medical 
practitioners have been long pointing out its evil 
consequences. The education, which women have now 
begun to receive in larger and larger numbers, is prov- 
ing fatal to the custom. Strange though it may appear 
at first sight, the Non-cooperation and Civil Dis- 
obedience movements have helped a good deal in the 
annihilation of the Purda. They inspired many 
Purda ladies to come out in the public to take part in 
the political movement, and their example had a 
magnetic influence. It may be confidently pro- 
phesied that in a generation the Purda custom would 
be completely banished from Hindu society. 

Careers for Women. 

We have seen above that for a long time there 
was no Purda in Hindu society and women used to 
receive education of a fairly advanced type. Let 
us see now whether they could follow any careers, if 

1 Bay Srachy, The Cause, pp. 79, 118, 862. 
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urged by a natural inclination or forced by adverse 
circumstances. 

Three or four lines were open to women. The 
teaching career was the most common. This is quite 
clear from the coining of a separate word to distin- 
guish a lady teacher from a teacher’s wife. The latter 
was by courtesy called ‘Acharyani,’ but if a woman was 
herself a teacher, she was to be designated ‘ AcharyS.’ 
As we have already shown, some of these lady tea- 
chers would specialise even in abstruse and difficult 
branches like theology and philosophy. Lady teachers 
teaching grammar, poetry and literature must have 
been more common. It is not improbable that 
among their pupils, occasionaly there may have been 
male students as well. Some of the lady teachers 
were remarkable for their eloquence and depth. 

Women were admitted into Buddhism and Jain- 
ism as nuns and were allowed to preach. Some of 
them like Dhammadinna developed into remarkably 
eloquent and successful preachers, as can be inferred 
from the unstinted encomium showered upon them by 
the Buddha. 

Medical career was selected by some women. 
Among the works translated into Arabic in the 8th 
century a. d. there was one on midwifery written by 
a Hindu lady, whose name appears as Rusa in the 
Arabic garb. Lady doctors in the past, like those in 
the modem age, seem to be usually specialising in 
midwifery. It is, however, difficult to make an 
exact estimate about their number in society. 
Even at present there are several lady doctors in 
moffusil treating patients on Ayurvedic lines. Their 
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number in the past could not have been a negligible 
one. 

In the realm of business we find that wombn had 
no disabilities. They do not figure in the list of per- 
sons declared incompetent for entering into a valid 
contract. Women in lower classes and commercial 
and industrial circles used to take an active part in 
carrying on the business transactions of their families. 
They could even pledge their husbands’ credit and 
enter into contracts on their behalf ( Yaj . 11,47; Vishnu , 
YI, 81). We have unfortunately no evidence to show 
what part ladies in higher circles used to take in the 
business of their families. Probably, then as 
now, they lagged behind their humbler sisters. 

We have seen in Chapter I that music was cul- 
tivated by ladies in cultured families since very early 
times. Ladies, who could sing or dance, were much 
admired. Was then music open as a career to ladies 
in respectable families ’? The asnwer is probably in 
the negative. We nowhere come across respectable 
ladies as music teachers. Girls in royal and rich 
families were usually coached either by male musicians 
or by dancing girls. It may be further pointed out 
that when early marriages came into vogue, it was not 
possible for ladies in cultured families to get the 
necessary proficiency in music before their marriage. 
Music as a career was not possible after the marriage 
owing to the progressively stringent ideas about 
decorum and seclusion. 

This state of affairs led to a sad result. The 
cultivation and propagation of music and dancing 
came to be confined to the class of professional 
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singing girls. Men, who had an aesthetic taste and a 
love for music, could not find delight in the company 
of their own wives. They were driven to the company 
of women of questionable character, much to the 
detriment of the happiness of their families. This 
helped the spread of concubinage and lowered the 
moral tone of society. 

The numerical strength of the class of singing 
girls was fairly strong. Throughout her history India 
has been studded with small princes and princelings, 
who have been accustomed to extend a liberal pat- 
ronage to singers and dancers. In the royal courts of 
the ancient and medieval periods a large number of 
singing girls were engaged as chauri bearers, betel 
carriers, fan servants, etc. Besides the nominal duties 
indicated by their names, most of these women used 
to sing, dance and even stage dramas at the court. 
Dancing girls were also employed as spies by the 
Secret Service Department. 

When temples of Hindu gods came to be 
built and endowed on a magnificent scale, some 
people began to feel in course of time that there should 
be singing girls attached to shrines to play music 
on the occasion of the different services and wor- 
ships of the day. The custom of the association of 
danding girls with temples is unknown to Jataka 
literature. It is not mentioned by Greek writers, and 
the Arthatsastra, which describes in detail the life and 
duties of dancing girls, is silent about it (II, 27). The 
custom, however, hacl come into vogue by about the 
3rd century A. D.; for Kfilidasa refers to dancing girls 
present in MahakSla temple of UjjayinI at the time of 
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the evening worship ( Meghadvta , I, 85). Several 
Puranas also recommend that arrangements should be 
made to enlist the services df singing girls to provide 
vocal and instrumental music at the time of divine 
services. » These singing girls were usually prostitutes, 
and we are pained to find that some of the PurSnas 
should have gone to the extent of recommending the 
purchase of beautiful girls for their dedication to 
temples 1 . One Pur5na goes to the extent of saying 
that the best way to win Suryaloka is to dedicate a 
bevy of prostitutes to a solar temple 2 . 

This custom probably became quite common in 
the 6tli century a. d., when most of the Pruranas, 
containing a reference to it, seem to have been com- 
posed. In the 7th century Yuan Chwang saw 
numerous singing girls in the temple of the Sun at 
Multan. The Rajataranginl attests to the existence 
of this custom in Kashmir from about the 8th century 
a. d. The famous temple of Somanatha is said to 
have employed 500 dancing girls in order to provide 
music before the deity continuously throughout the 
day and night. Several inscriptions from south 
India prove the association of dancing girls with 
temple service from about the 9th century a. d. 
When king KSjaraja built his famous temple at 
Tanjore in the 10th century a. d., he deemed it 

Padmapurava , Srishtikhanda, 52, 97. 
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necessary to provide for temple service no less than 
400 dancing girls, each one of whom was 'given a piece 
of land for her maintenance. 

The introduction of dancing girls in temples 
tended to lower their moral and spiritual atihosphere. 
Some people began to visit shrines not so much to 
pay their respects to deities, as to carry on their love 
intrigues with the singing girls employed there. To 
judge from a reference in the Kuttimmatam, we have 
to conclude that sometimes this used to happen even 
in the famous temple of Visvanatha at Benares 1 . 
The custom, when introduced, was therefore vehe- 
mently opposed by all the champions of social purity 
like Brahmanas and ascetics. Alberuni refers 
to this opposition and says that it proved of no avail, 
because the custom was championed by kings and 
members of the aristocracy (II, p. 157). A 10th 
century inscription from Bajaputana confirms the 
statement of Alberuni. It records the express in- 
structions of a chieftain to his descendants that if tlje 
arrangement that he had made about the services of 
dancing girls at different temples was interfered with 
by ascetics and Brahmanas, they should be at once 
stopped ( E . I., XI, p. 28). It is therefore clear from 
this record that the opposition of the majority of the 
Brahmanas and puritanical thinkers to the associa- 
tion of dancing girls with temples was so strong down 
to the 10th century that even kings were afraid that 
their arrangements may fail owing to the success of 
the puritanical crusacle. It is thus clear that the 
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Puranas, which recommend the employment of danc- 
ing girls in temples, represent the view of a minority 
of the Brahmana community, which in its zeal to pro- 
vide pomp and splendour at temple service, failed to 
realise the natural effects of the new practice on the 
moral and spiritual atmosphere of divine shrines. 
All the moral and relgious leaders of the community, 
however, fought against this innovation. Their 
opposition, however, proved of no avail. The royal 
support eventually succeeded in making the custom 
general and popular. 

The modern Hindu public opinion is deadly op- 
posed to the association of dancing girls with temple 
service. The dedication of girls to temples has been 
legally prohibited in Madras Presidency, and there is 
no doubt that other provinces will follow suit in the 
near future. The relative inactivity of their legis- 
latures is really due to the custom being practically 
unknown in their jurisdiction. 

Before concluding this ’section it is necessary to 
point out that the association of dancing girls with 
temples was fairly common in several countries in 
ancient time. In Egypt temples of Osiris and Isis 
were crowded with dancing girls. At Corinth in 
Greece thousands of women used to dedicate them- 
selves to Venus and sell their bodies for the benefit 
of the temple. The custom was prevalent among the 
Hebrews and Babylonions as well. 

Women and Public Administration. 

Let us now see what part women took in the 
administration of the country. Political thinkers were 
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not unanimous as to whether it is desirable to permit 
women to become rulers of the state. One school 
saw no objection in allowing them to ascend the 
throne. There is a proposal in the Ramayana to offer 
the crown to Sita, when Rama was banished to the 
forest 1 . It could not materialise owing to Sita’s- 
determination to accompany her husband in his banish- 
ment. Bhlshma advised Yudhishthira to sanction 
the coronations of the daughters of those kings, who 
had died in the war and left behind no male issues 2 . 
In Orissa when king Lalitabharanadeva died towards- 
the end of the 9th century a. d., his widowed queen 
was requested by the feudatories to accept the sover- 
eignty, come to her in course of succession. In com- 
pliance to their request, we are told, she ascended 
the lion -throne like Katyayani 3 . It is to be noted 
that queen TribhuvanadevI was not a regent for any 
minor son, but was ruling as a sovereign in her own 
rights after the death of her husband. 

The examples of queens reigning independently 
in their own rights are, however, few. This is to bo 
attributed to the fact that the school of the political 
thinkers, which like the Salique law, opposed the 
accession of women to the throne, was representing 
the general opinion of society. It held that women 
should not be made rulers, for on account of their 
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natural limitations, they cannot become efficient 
administrators 1 . We hardly come across any queens 
like Tribhuvanadevi of Orissa reigning independently 
in their own right. Megasthenes had no doubt 
heard of queen rulers in Pandya country, but that was 
because of the matriarchal system prevailing in Mala- 
bar and the territory around. Hindu princesses, even 
when entitled to the throne in their own rights, did 
not usually like to become the legal heads of their 
states in supersession of their husbands, whom they 
revered intensely. Their consorts usually became de 
jure as well as de facto heads of the government. 
Thus when Gaurl, a Ratta princess who was an heir 
to a fiefdom in Kamatak, married a prince of Bana- 
hatta family in the 10th century, her husband became 
the ruler over her principality ( J. B. B.B. A. S., X, 
p. 77). The Gupta history provides perhaps the only 
exception to the rule. The founder ’of the dynasty, 
Chandragupta I, was ruling the kingdom jointly with 
his Lichchhavi queen Kumaradevi. The names and 
effigies of both the king and the queen appear on their 
coins, along with the name of the Lichchhavi clan from 
which the queen was descended. The same is the case 
with the coins of William III and Mary II, who were 
jointly ruling over England from 1689 to 1694. Poli- 
tical reasons, however, were responsible for this joint 
rule ; in the case of the first Gupta emperor the 
Lichchhavis were too proud to allow their state to be 
immersed in the Gupta empire on the marriage of 

I 

1 snmrrei ttot srar i M. N„ Hi, 65-66- 

u* to ftcuft mtRyrr fum i 

JTSSTfar S* ll Mbh,Y, 88.92(B)- 
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their princess with Chandragupta ; and so a compro- 
mise was arrived at, under which both the king and 
the queen were regarded as equal and joint rulers of 
the state. Normally, however, when a princess with 
her own right to the throne married, hero husband 
became the de jure ruler as well. 

Though queens usually did not assume the reins 
of government when their husbands were alive, they 
did not hesitate to assume full control of the adminis- 
tration as regents, when their husbands died or sons 
were minors or taken prisoners. During the captivity of 
king Udayana of Kausambi, his mother had taken full 
charge of the administration. The way in which she 
discharged her duties excited the admiration of even 
experienced ministers 1 . Many dowager queen re- 
gents also are known to ancient Indian history. The 
queen of Masaga was directing the attack against 
Alexander theG^eat, when her husband was killed in the 
battle with the invader. In the second century b. c. 
queen Nayanika was at the head the administration 
of the extensive Satavahana empire of the Deccan 
during the minority of her son. In the 4th century 
a. d. Prabhavatigupta was directing the Vakataka 
administration in the Central Province for more than 
10 years after her husband’s death as the Queen Regent 
for her minor son. In medieval Kashmir queens 
Sugandha and Didda were actively governing the 
country during their widowhood. In Rajput history 
there are several instances of widowed queens carry- 
ing on the administration efficiently during the mino- 
rity of their sons even in troublesome times. Thus 
1 PratijndyaugandharSyana, Act I. 
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when her husband Samaras! died on the battlefield 
along with Prithvlaraja in 1198 a. d. Kurmadevi 
took the administration of Mevad in her own hands, 
and fought at the head of her troops resisting the in- 
vasion oi Kutbu-d-din l . Karnavati, one of the 
widows of Rana Sang, took a prominent part in the 
defence of Chitor, when it was attacked by Sultan 
Bahadur Shah of Gujarat. Her moving and inspiring 
address rekindled patriotism in a sullen and alienated 
nobility, which as a consequence, immediately mus- 
tered strong in the defence of the famous fort. The 
odds, however, were too heavy against the gallant 
defenders. Undaunted by the inevitable defeat that 
was staring them in the face, Jawahirbai, another 
queen of King Sanga, fought at the head of the army 
and died on the battle-field while defending the castle 2 . 
Many other similar instances of able queen regents 
can be given from the medieval 'Rajput history. 

In the Maratha history Tarabai of Kolhapur, 
Anubai of Ichalkaranji, Ahalyabai of Indore and 
Lakshmibai of Jhansi are well known for the skill, 
diplomacy, efficiency and bravery with which they 
carried on the government during their regencies. 
In spite of the most adverse circumstances Tarabai, 
the founder of the Kolhapur ruling family, showed 
remarkable grit and statesmanship in continuing and 
organising the Maratha opposition to Aurangzeb 
after the death of her husband Chhatrapati Rajaram 
in 1700 a. d. The fact that her opponent had the 
resources of the whole of India at*her command did not 

1 Tod, Annals, vol. I, pp. 808-4. 

2 Ibid, p. 862. 
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deter her from her patriotic duty. During her regency 
of 80 years (1745-1775 a. d.), Anubai Ghorpade of 
Ichalkaranji (near Kolhapur) conducted most efficiently 
the administration of her state. She used to par- 
ticipate in many of the campaigns of the Pesbwas with 
her own forces. She was in fact the maker of her state 
and had inherited all the qualities of her illustrious 
father, Peshwa Balaji Yishvanath. Ahalyabai Holkar 
of Indore was entrusted with administrative duties by 
her father-in-law, Malharrao Holkar, when she was only 
24. Her regency during 1766-1795 a. d. covered a 
critical and troublesome period of Indian history. 
She, however, managed to steer the ship of her state 
clear of ail shoals and rocks. While the rest of the 
country was tom by wars, her dominions enjoyed peace 
and prosperity. Her extensive and judicious charities, 
her repairs and reconstructions of old and demolished 
temples, illustrated to the whole country how the 
Maratha rule stood for the revival and progress of 
Hindu culture. Queen Lakshmibai of Jhansi was a lady 
of ideal character and great administrative abilities. 
She was a trained soldier and a bom general; the skill, 
bravery and generalship which she showed in lighting 
with the English against heavy odds have excited 
the admiration of trends and foes alike. 

Hindu kingdoms under lady regents were usually 
well governed. An Anglo Indian officer of long standing 
had observed to J. S. Mill that if a Hindu principality 
was vigilantly and economically governed, if order 
was preserved withoftt oppression, if cultivation was 
extending and people prosperous, in three cases out 
of four he found it to be under a woman’s rule. This 
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high praise would show that Hindu queen regents were 
not mere figure heads of government, but used to 
actively guide and supervise the state administration. 

Queens used to excercise a good deal of influence 
on the administration even when their husbands were 
ruling. They were often entrusted with most delicate 
missions and their advice was eagerly awaited. When 
Duryodhana was adamant in his resolution to go to 
war with his cousins, the last effort to dissuade him 
from his resolve was entrusted to his mother queen 
■Gandhari. The influence which the masterly mind of 
Draupadi excercised upon the Pandavas and their 
policy is well known. Kunti sums up her inspiring 
and eloquent message to her sons by asking them to 
follow the advice of Draupadi. This shows how great 
was the confidence which was placed in her judgment 
by all her relatives. 

Inscriptions testify to several quefcns and princesses 
taking an active part in the administration. This 
was particularly the case with the Deccan. Thus 
Yijayabhattarika, the senior queen of king Chandra- 
ditya of the Chalukya family, was ruling over a portion 
of the Bombay Deccan by the middle of the 7th 
century. We have got a charter given by her in the 
5th year of her reign (I.A., VII, p. 163). In 786 a. d. 
we find ^Ilamahadevi, the crowned queen of the 
Rashtrakuta king Dhruva, making a land grant on 
her own authority (E. I., XXII, p. 98). Obviously 
she felt that being the crowned queen, she had an 
inherent right to issue routine ‘'administrative orders 
without any reference to her husband ; or, the latter 
may have expressly invested her with certain ruling 
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powers, including the important power of making 
land grants. MailSdevi, a queen of Some^vara 
ChSlukya, was governing the extensive province 
of Banavasi in 1053 a. d. Ketaladevi, another queen 
of the same king, was the governor of the Agpahara of 
Ponavad. Akkadevi, an elder sister of Jayasimha III, 
was ruling over the district of Kinsukad in 1022 
a. d. KumkumadevI, a sister of VijaySditya, was 
ruling over a portion of Dharwar district in Karnatak 
in 1077 a. d. Lakshmidevi, the chief queen of Vikra- 
mSditya VI, was in charge of the administration of 
18 religious endowments 1 . Guntur district was being 
governed by a queen at the time of the vistit of Marco 
Polo towards the end of the 13th century a. d. We 
have already referred to the great influence which 
Rajput wives and mothers used to excercise over the 
internal and external policies of their husbands and 
sons. They often used to show remarkable origi- 
nality and presence of mind in the face of grave 
danger. Thus it was queen PadminI who suggested 
the device which secured the release of her husband. 

Let us now see what part ordinary women took 
in the administration of the country. There were 
democratic assemblies in the Vedic age. The marri- 
age hymn expresses the hope that the bride would 
be able to speak with composure and success in these 
public assemblies down to her old age 2 . It is thus 
probable that some ladies used to take an effective 
part in the public discussions of the democratic assem- 
blies of the age. In the later Vedic period, the state of 

1 Altekar, The Rashrtakutas and their Times, p. 154. 

2 wfcpft w iwwrwfir I B.V., X, 85, 26. 
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affairs changed ; a text expressly informs us that 
women do no longer go to public assemblies 1 . Later on 
popular representative bodies at the seats of central 
and provincial governments disappeared. Village, 
town and, guild assemblies remained the only popular 
bodies known to the later period (c. 200 b. o. to 1200 
a. d.). Rules about the administration of these 
bodies given in Smritis and south Indian inscriptions 
do not show that women were usually among their 
members. Female education was on the decline ; 
marriage had become obligatory for women, and it was 
taking place very early in their life. Ordinary women 
of this period did not naturally feel much interest in 
the problems discussed in these bodies. Child marria- 
ges led to maternity at an early age, and most women 
were naturally too much engrossed in family 
duties and responsibilities to find leisure to take part 
in public affairs. During the last two thousand years, 
therefore, ordinary Hindu women have not been taking 
any part in public administration. It may be pointed 
out that the same was the case in the west till quite 
recent times. 

We shall now take a brief survey of the position 
of women in public life during the last seventy five 
years. They hardly figured in it down to the begin- 
ning of the present century. This was but natural, 
for women were for a long time unable to get the 
benefit of western education, which was mainly res- 
ponsible for creating a new social and political con- 
sciousness. Mrs. Anandibia Jotfhi, Pandita Ramabai, 

1 Wit I M.8., IV, 7, 4. 

15 [w. H. 0.] 
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Mrs. Ramabai Ranade and a few coworkers of 
theirs braved the public opinion and courageously 
proceeded with the work of female emancipation. 
Things however changed when female education be- 
gan to become more widely diffused since the, beginning 
of the present century. Lady workers in the public 
life began to become more numerous. In the 
beginning they were naturally engaged in tackling the 
problems mainly concerned with their own sex, like 
female education, maternity welfare, widow remarri- 
age, the abolition of the Purda custom, etc. From 
about the time of the Non-co-operation movement of 
1920 they have begun to figure in the political move- 
ments as well. Several of them have distinguished 
themselves as platform speakers and hundreds of 
them have gone to jail to win freedom for their mother- 
land. One Hindu lady, Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, has 
adorned the chair of the Indian National Congress, 
which is the highest honour in the gift of the Indian 
people. Some ladies have creditably discharged the 
onerous duties of the Deputy Speakership of legisla- 
tures, while others have adorned the benches of 
Honorary Magistrates. With the introduction of 
Provincial Autonomy, we find now two ladies serving 
as Parliamentary Secretaries in the Punjab and 
Bombay, and the United Provinces enjoy the uni que 
distinction of having the first lady minister in the 
able person of Mrs. Vijayalakshmi Pandit. 

In order to co-ordinate and direct the different 
movements connected with their welfare, women 
have organised Indian Women’s Congress, which is 
regularly meeting every year since 1^26. “ In order 
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to afford a forum to women in all stations of life, this 
conference eschews all political questions from its 
deliberations and discussions. 

In the matter of franchise, Indian women have 
been verjk fortunate. They have got it almost without 
asking. The angle of vision of looking at the question 
changed profoundly subsequent to the Great War, 
and the British Parliament granted franchise to British 
women in 1918. The Parliament took up the question 
of Indian Reforms soon thereafter, and decided 
to leave the question pf the enfranchisement of Indian 
women to provincial legislatures. The latter bodies 
showed a liberal spirit and Indian women thus got their 
franchise without having recourse to breaking of win- 
dows and courting of imprisonment. The Government 
of India Act of 1985 has introduced a differential lower 
franchise for women in order to enfranchise a large 
number of them. It has also reserved a few seats for 
them in every provincial legislature. 

As far ' as professions are concerned, women have 
made good progress in the medical and teaching lines. 
There are also a few lady advocates, but they have not 
yet begun to shine at the bar. There is extensive un- 
employment among educated men at present, but 
educated women are yet better off in this respect. 
Of course things may change when the supply becomes 
greater than the demand. 

The number of women engaged in professions is 
still very small. Whether it will ever rise to anything 
like the proportion that we see iif England or America 
is doubtful. In the first place the scope of employ- 
ment even for educated men is very limited in India. 
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Then we have to note that family life still appeals to 
the average Hindu woman as the proper sphere of her 
activity. It is true that modern education may 
gradually change the _ traditional viewpoint in this 
respect, and educated wives may not like to confine 
their activities only to their hearths and homes. 
Wholesale desertion of the home by the wife in pursuit 
of a career is, however, not desirable from several 
points of view. The development of the practice of 
part-time employment would afford a good solution 
of the problem ; it would not much interfere with the 
home life of the educated wife and would afford 
sufficient facilities to her to usefully employ her spare 
time and make her own contribution to the family 
budget. 



CHAPTER VII. 


Women and Religion. 

Let us consider in this chapter the place and pri- 
vileges which Hindu religion accorded to women. In 
the present age when religion is gradually losing its 
hold on popular mind, the subject may appear as of 
no great importance to some of our readers. The case, 
however, was quite different in the past. Religious 
rights and privileges were valued most highly ; even 
political and proprietary rights faded before them in 
importance. The social status of an individual was 
vitally connected with the place which religion accord- 
ed to him in its rites and rituals. Privileges accorded 
or denied to women by religion will therefore throw 
valuable light on their position in s®ciety. 

In his early history man is seen excluding woman 
from religious service almost everywhere because he 
regarded her as unclean, mainly on account of her 
periodical menstruation. During this period the 
woman was the object of the greatest dread. The 
case is on record of an Australian aborigine going 
stark mad because he had unknowingly touched 
the blanket used by his wife during her period, and 
then killing first his wife and then himself under the 
influence of his frenzy. The dread which this Austra- 
lian felt was shared by the average man in his early 
history, when he did not know thfe physiological causes 
of the mysterious phenomenon, which he feared so 
much. 
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The Aryans also regarded the woman as un- 
touchable during her monthly period. This was the case 
as early as the Indo-Iranian age. Like the Hindus, 
the Iranians also used to segregate women during this 
period and regard them as religiously impure (Vendi- 
dad, 16). The Vedic age assigned this temporary 
impurity of women to their taking over from Indra 
one third the sin of Brahmana murder, which he 
incurred when he had killed Vritra (T. S., II, 5, 1, 5-7). 
During this period, therefore, Hindu society has been 
regarding women as extremely impure and temporarily 
untouchable. Even the sight of their person and the 
sound of their voice were to be avoided. Hygienic 
rules often appear in the form of religious taboos in 
Hindu culture, and there can be no doubt that the 
complete isolation of women that was insisted upon 
during this period was partly due to the desire of 
ensuring complete rest which is so desirable for them 
at this time. 

Child bearing was regarded as the special func- 
tion of women, and evil spirits were believed, to be 
very anxious to visit them during their periods 
to prevent conception. In the Vedic age brides were 
grown up in marriage and its consummation took 
place usually on the 4th day. One Vedic stanza in 
the marriage hymn prays that the bride should have 
no evil eye, and hopes that she would not be the cause 
of the sudden death of her husband 1 . We can under-* 
stand this strange prayer only if we note the belief of 
the early times that evil spirits, haunting the person of 


1 I R. V., X, 85, 44. 
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the bride, render her touch and sight very dangerous 
to her husband. One stanza of the marriage hymn 
expressly refers to a female spirit taking possession of 
the bride and attempting to do harm to her husband 
through her person 1 . The prayer, above referred to, 
praying that the bride may not be the cause of her 
husband’s death is a magical formula intended to 
immunise the husband from the possible consequences 
of his contact with the evil spirits, haunting his bride 
at the time of the menstruation and consummation. 

From the Vedic time downwards women have 
been regarded as impure during the time of confine- 
ment also. The phenomenon of menstruation is re- 
peated at the child-birth. It was besides apprehended 
that evil spirits would be haunting the mother during 
her confinement on account of their eagerness to kill 
new-born babies. 

Apart from the periods of nfenstruation and 
confinement women were not regarded as impure by 
religion. It is true that a ceremony to purify the 
wife before her participation in sacrifices has been 
enjoined (S'. Br., V, 2, 1, 8-10) ; we cannot, however, 
atthch much importance to it, for a similar purification 
has been prescribed for men also ( T . Br., 1, 3, 7). In 
the Vedic age women enjoyed all the religious rights 
and privileges, which men possessed. In Chapter I 
we have seen that women used to receive Vedic 
education. Some of them were even the authors 
of Vedic hymns {ante, pp. 11-12). They therefore, 
could recite Vedic hymns as *a matter of course. 

1 *JF*T arraT ii r . v ., x, 85, 29. 
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Some women, especially unmarried ones, are seen 
offering Yedic sacrifices all by themselves. In one 
place we find a maiden finding a shoot of the Soma 
shrub while returning from her bath, and straight- 
way offering it in sacrifice to Indra, when she reached 
home 1 . In another place we find a lady, named 
Vis'vav&ra, getting up early in the morning and 
starting the sacrifice all by herself 2 . In the Yedic 
age there were no images to worship or temples to 
visit. The Bhakti school, advocating simple prayer to 
God by mere songs of devotion, was yet to come into 
prominence, as also the Jnana theory recommending 
merely the contemplation of Brahman or Atman. So 
the offering of sacrifice was the only popular and well- 
established method of worshipping divine powers. 
Naturally therefore it could not be interdicted to 
women, especially because they were all initiated into 
Vedic studies after their upanayana. All of them 
therefore could offer sacrifices after their initiation. 

Marriage, and not renunciation, was the ideal 
recommended to society by Vedic religion. The woman 
therefore was not an impediment in the path of religion ; 
her presence and cooperation were absolutely neces- 
sary in religious rites and ceremonies. This 
naturally increased her religious value. Man could 
not become a spiritual whole, unless he was accompa- 
nied by his wife ; gods do not accept the oblations 

1 Hhmfa sjsrr firrar i 

waf gw ?*T II VIII, 91, l. 

smaft farewrr snftfirwT faro sjartt u 

V, 28, 1. 
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offered by a bachelor 1 . The husband alone cannot go 
to heaven ; in the symbolical ascent to heaven in the 
sacrifice, he has to call his wife to accompany him 
on the occasion (S. Br., V, 2, 1, 8). A son was in- 
dispensable for spiritual well-being in the life to come, 
and he could be had only through the wife. She 
was thus indispensable from the spiritual and reli- 
gious points of view. This circumstance was respon- 
sible for ensuring her a religious status as high as that 
of her husband. 

Normally, religious prayers and sacrifices were 
offered jointly by the husband and the wife. There 
are several references to couples waxing old in their 
joint worship of gods 2 . The wife used to take an 
active and real part in family sacrifices. Like 
the husband, she too had to perform a special upana- 
yana on the occasion of some sacrifices. She had 
her own hut in the sacrificial compound, and also her 
own cow to provide her with sacred milk during the 
sacrifice (&. Br., X, 2, 8, 1 ; XIV, 8, 1, 35). In the 
early Vedic period, the duty of chanting musically the 
Sama songs seems to have been usually performed by 
the wife 3 ; later on it came to be entrusted to a special 
class of male priests called Udgatris. The wife used to 
pound the sacrifical rice, give bath to the animal that 
was to be immolated and lay in bricks, when the altar 
was to be built (S. Br., VI, 5, 3, 1; III, 8, 2, 1-6). She 

1 I s. Hr., V. 1, 6, 10. 

A similar view is expressed in A vesta also. 

2 I B.V.,Y, 53,15. 

SI WI < Ibid, 1,188,8. See also I, 72,5. 

8 I 8. Br., XIV, 8, 1, 85. 
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participated with her husband in the preparation of 
the offering, the consecration of the fire, the offering 
of the oblations and the concluding ceremonies. She 
herself had to recite some formulae. It is true that 
sometimes these had to be dictated to her 1 <$ but the 
case was probably the same with her husband also 
with reference to the prayers in many of the sacri- 
fices. Women’s participation in Yedic sacrifices was 
thus a real and not a formal one; they enjoyed the same 
religious privileges as their husbands. 

If the husband was away on a journey, the wife 
alone performed the various sacrifices, which the 
couple had to offer jointly. This was the case in the 
Indo-Iranian period as well (Erpatistan, Fargard 1). 
This practice continued down to the Sutra period 
(c. 500 b. c.). 

IndranI in one place proudly claims that she had 
started some rites and rituals 2 . Gods and goddesses 
are usually fashioned after the human model. We 
may therefore well infer that a few lady theologians 
may have made some contributions to the develop- 
ment of the Yedic ritual. What IndranI did may well 
have been possible for some of the cultured ladies of 
the Vedic age, whose songs have been honoured by 
their inclusion in the Vedic Samhita. We have, how- 
ever, no direct evidence on the point. 

There were some sacrifices which could be of- 
fered by women alone down to c. 500 b. c. Sit& 
sacrifice, intended to promote a rich harvest, was one 
of them. Rudrabali was another ; it was intended. 

1 at g re w fa aasfr snara ffa \ im, hi, 8, 2, 4. 

2 %nt aprca a#ait i b. v., x,86,io. 
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to ensure prosperity and fecundity among the cattle 
(P. G. S., II, 17; III, 8, 10). RudraySga, intended 
to seeure good luck to maidens in marriage, was a third 
one. The last mentioned sacrifice could of course be 
performed by women alone ; in the case of the earlier 
two, it is possible that the exclusive association of 
women with them was due to the theory that since 
they are intended to promote rich harvest and ferti- 
lity, they should be performed by women alone, who 
are their visible symbols. 

If the husband was out on a journey, or if his co- 
operation was unavailable for any other similar reason, 
then the wife could offer the sacrifices all- alone. 
On the morning of Rama’s installation as the crown 
prince, KausalyS is seen performing all alone the 
Svastiyaga to ensure felicity to her son 1 ; she was the 
neglected wife, and probably she felt that it would be 
too much to expect her husband to “come to parti- 
cipate in the sacrifice. At that time he was as a 
matter of fact engaged in assuaging the wrath of his 
favourite wife Kaikeyi. Similarly Tara is represented 
by Yalmiki as performing alone the Svasti sacrifice, 
when her husband Vail was about to issue out to fight 
with Sugriva. This was probably because Vali was then 
too busily engaged in equipping himself to find time 
to participate in his wife’s sacrifice. These instances 
show that in the early period women’s participation in 
sacrifices was a real one ; nay, very often husbands 
used to leave the whole affair to the exclusive charge 
of their wives, when they were 'otherwise very busy. 

1 rn jfoWMI fcft fort flNkHTwvn \ 

FT W?T n II, 20, 15. 
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The normal practice, however, was that the couple 
would jointly perform the various sacrifices. 

Intercaste anuloma marriages were permitted 
during this period. What then was the religious 
status of wife who belonged to a lower caste ? Could 
she participate in sacrifices ? Later writers like Manu 
no doubt ordain that only the wife of the same caste 
could be associated with the husband in the sacrifices. 
The view of the earlier age was different ; it allowed 
a dvija wife of the lower caste also full religious 
privileges, if she were the only wife of the husband 1 . 
A $udra wife, or a wife for whom a bride-price had 
been paid, was however not entitled to any religious 
rights and privileges. 

The participation in sacrifices presupposed Yedic 
study, and we have shown already in Chapter I how 
girls used to devote themselves to it during their maiden- 
hood (ante, p. 11-3). .The Initiation Ceremony ( upa - 
nayana) of girls used to take place as regularly as that 
of boys at the normal time. This was the case as early 
as the Indo-Iranian age. The Parsis have still pre- 
served this custom ; Naojot ritual, which corresponds 
to Hindu upanayana, is even now performed by them 
regularly in the case of girls as well. In India, the 
initiation of girls used to take place regularly down to 
the beginning of the Christian era. The Yedic age held 
that Brahmacharya discipline and training was as much 
necessary for girls as it was for boys 2 . It was 

1 fawg wfrororfa wfaT («wvnf « 

tmw ww ftn wwte Nmrcftf wrote w i * te* tew: snwr i 

Vishnu, ch. XXIY ; see also Manu, IX, 87; V, D. S., XVIII, 17. 

2 wror ii a. v., xi, 5, 18. 
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apprehended that if the most important religious 
Sanskara of upanayana was not performed in the case 
of girls, women would be automatically reduced to 
the status of $udras ; how then could Brahmanas, 
Kshatriy^s and Yaishyas be born of them 9 1 Upana- 
yana of women was absolutely indispensable, if the 
cultural tradition of the different Aryan classes was to 
be preserved. 

After their upanayana girls used to follow a disci- 
pline more or less similar to that of boys. They were, 
however, shown certain concessions. They were not 
to grow matted hair. Like boys, they were not to go 
out to beg their daily food. As far as possible, they 
were to be taught by their near relations like the 
father, the uncle or the brother. They were permit- 
ted to discontinue their course, when their marriages 
were settled at about the age of 16 or 17. A few, 
however, continued their studies for a much longer 
time and were known as Brahmavadinls 2 . It is a 
great pity that most of the above rules about the 
upanayana of girls should have to be gathered from 
works written at a time when the custom was rapidly 
going out of vogue, or had already ceased to be fol- 

1 fj? sjjnfWl sruret i 

Harita XXI, 20, quoted at Par. Mad., Vol. I, part 2, p. 48. 
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Harita and Yama quoted in V. M. 8., p. 402. 



WOMEN AND BELIOION 


288 


[ OH. 


lowed. We therefore get only very scrappy and 
insufficient information on the subject. 

We have seen already (ante, pp. 12-14) how 
after their upanayana women used to specialise 
in Vedic theology and philosophy. Nay r some of 
them figure among the authors of Vedic hymns, the 
very reading of which was going to be prohibited to 
their sex by a later age. Women held that they 
were inherently entitled to study the Vedas ; we 
find a sweetheart flatly declining to marry her lover, 
when she suspected that he was disinclined to reveal 
to her some of his Vedic dogmas and theories ( T . Br., 
II, 3, 10). When upanayana of girls was common, it is 
needless to add that women used to offer morning and 
evening prayers as regularly as men ; the Ram&yana 
twice discloses Sita discharging this religious duty 1 . 

During the age of the BrShamanas (c. 1500 to 1000 
B.o.),the volume'of Vedic studies became very extensive, 
as a number of subsidiary sciences were developed and 
lengthy commentaries were written on Vedic texts. 
The spoken dialect of the age had begun to differ 
considerably from the language of the Vedic hymm, 
and the theory had found universal acceptance that to 
commit a single most minor mistake in the recitation 
of a Vedic Mantra would produce most disastrous 
consequences to the reciter 2 . As a natural conse- 

1 ffrwr ; (frTOtromrrotorn) 

II, 87, 19. 

II V, 14, 48. 
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quence, society began to insist that those who wanted 
to undertake Vedic studies must be prepared %j*devote 
a fairly long period, of about 12 to 16 years to the task. 
We have seen above (ante, pp. 60-62) that at this time 
women us^d to be married at about the age of 16 or 17, 
and could thus give only 7 or 8 years to their 
Vedic studies. So short a period was quite insuffi- 
cient fo& an efficient grounding in the Vedic lore in 
the age of the BrShamanas. Society was not pre- 
pared to tolerate dilettante Vedic studies, and as a con- 
sequence, lady Vedic scholars began to become rarer 
and rarer. 

Vedic sacrifices also became very complicate 
at this time ; they could be properly performed only 
by those who had studied their minute intricacies 
very carefully. As a consequence, the participation of 
women in sacrifices gradually became a mere matter 
of formality. For some time wivek continued to 
perform the duties that were formerly allotted to 
them in sacrifices, but gradually a tendency arose to 
allot most of the sacrificial work to males. Many 
sacrificial duties that could be once discharged by the 
wife alone, came to be assigned to male substitutes in 
the age of the Brahmanas 1 . In some rituals like the 
Srastararohana, women continued to take a prominent 
part and recite the Vedic Mantras down to c. 500 
b. o.(P. G. S., Ill, 2), but the practice was becoming 
gradually unpopular. The wife was originally entitled 
to offer oblations in the Grihya fire in the absence of 
the husband ; now a son, or a br<?ther-in-law began to 

I s, Br., I, 1,4, 18. 
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act in her place (S.G.S., II, 17, 18). She continued to 
perform the evening sacrifice down to the beginning of 
the Christian era, but the recitation of the Vedic 
Mantras was prohibited to her on the occasion 1 . 

As amateurish Vedic studies could not, be encou- 
raged, and as women had now to take a purely formal 
part in sacrifices, the upanayana of girls began to 
become a mere formality in course of time. At c. 
500 b. c., as we learn from Harlta, only a few Brah- 
mavadinis used to devote themselves seriously to 
Vedic studies after their wpanayana ; in the case of 
the vast majority of girls the formality of the sacra- 
ment was somehow gone through just before their 
marriage 2 . A few centuries rolled on in this way and 
then writers like Manu began to advocate that girls*' 
wpanayana may be performed, but no Vedic Mantras 
should be recited on the occasion 3 . This develop- 
ment may be placed at about the beginning of the 
Christian era. TJpanayana without Vedic Mantras 
being recited in and taught after the ritual was a 
contradiction in terms, and so later writers like 
Yajnavalkya began to advocate the more honest and 
straightforward course of prohibiting the ceremony 
altogether in the case of girls (I, 18). A theory was 
started that the marriage ritual in the case of girls 
really served the entire purpose of upanayana ; ser- 
vice of the husband corresponded to the service of 
the preceptor, and household duties were a nice sub- 

1 tiNWQfV WPI I Manu , III, 121* 

2 Ante, p. 237, n. 2. 
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stitute for the service of the sacrificial fire 1 . Upana- 
yana therefore was unnecessary for girls. It may have 
been prescribed for them in a former age, but that rule 
was a dead letter in the present one. It is interesting 
to see how later writers like Medhatithi proceed to 
explain away clear passages in earlier texts per- 
mitting women’s upanayana (On Manu, V, 155). 
Eventually medieval digest writers like Mitramisra 
made wonderful discoveries of stray passages from 
lost Pur anas, which boldly declared that women have 
the same status as that of the $udras and are 
therefore altogether ineligible for upanayana 2 . 

Minor religious rituals like the Jatakarma, Nama- 
karana, Chuda, etc. were originally performed just as 
regularly in the case of girls as they were in that 
of boys. When upanayana was discontinued in the 
case of girls, it began to be advocated that other rituals, 
also should be permitted to them’ only if they 
were performed without the recitation of the Vedic 
Mantras. This position has been taken up by almost 
all the Smriti writers. 

The prohibition of upanayana amounted to spiri- 
tual disenfranchisement of women and produced a 
disastrous effect upon their general position in society. 
It reduced them to the status of Madras. We have 
seen how in the earlier age women could, if necessary, 
perform sacrifices all by themselves. But now Manu 
came forward to declare that a pious Brahmana should 

II Ibid., II, 67. 

Puranantara quoted by Mitramisra in VM., Paribhasha, p. 40. 
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not attend a sacrifice, which is performed by women 
(IV, 205). There were many Sruti texts which clearly 
declared that the husband and the wife were to per- 
form the Vedic sacrifices jointly. When the upana- 
yana of women became a mere formality at r about 200 
b. c., there arose a school which advocated that wives 
should not be associated with their husbands even 
formally in the performance of Vedic sacrifices. It 
argued quite seriously that the references in sacred 
texts to the sacrificers in the dual number did not 
refer to the husband and the wife, but to the sacri- 
ficer and the priest (P. M., VI, 1, 2, 2) ! 

This new theory was opposed by the orthodox 
tradition, as it was all along accustomed to see sacri- 
fices being jointly performed by the husband and the 
wife. The wife’s participation had no doubt become 
a formal one, but society was not prepared to stop 
it altogether. * J aimini was the spokesman of the 
orthodox school, and he has explained very clearly 
how the references to the sacrificers in the dual number 
can denote only the husband and the wife. While 
doing so, however, he emphatically declares that a 
woman alone is quite ineligible to perform any sacri- 
fice. ‘ The woman can stand no comparison with man. 
The sacrificer is learned, his wife is ignorant’ 1 . The 
new theory took some time to popularise. In Jai- 
mini’s own time queen Nayanika of the Deccan per- 
formed a number of Vedic sacrifices during her widow- 
hood, and there was no dearth of learned Brahmanas 

I 
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to accept her handsome gifts on the occasion 1 . The 
practice of women performing sacrifices by themselves, 
however, died down by the beginning of the Christian 
era. As pointed out already, Manu is seen condemning 
it sternly ki his code 2 . The Smriti school on the whole 
was inclined to curtail the earlier religious rights and 
privileges of women, mainly because upanayana was 
no longer performed in their case. Those, who had 
not undergone this Vedic Sanskara were naturally 
held to be incompetent to offer Vedic sacrifices. 

The prohibition of Vedic sacrifices to women 
did not, however, produce any long standing hardship; 
for these sacrifices themselves soon went out of 
vogue. Neither men nor women were eager to perform 
them from about the beginning of the Christian era. 
What however did infinite harm to women was the theory 
that they were ineligible for them because they were 
of the status of the $udras. Henceforward they 
began to be bracketed with Madras and other back- 
ward classes in society. This we find to be the 
case even in the Bhagavadgltd (IX, 82). 

It must be here pointed out that the exclusion of 
women from Vedic studies and sacrifices was not due 
to any deliberate plan to lower their status. Cus- 
todians of the Vedic lore honestly believed that no one 
should be allowed to recite and use the Vedic Mantras, 
who had not studied them properly. Women found it 

1 *fanr|jrafanr finnwtagtnr wht- 
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impossible to devote the necessary time for this purpose 
on account of their early marriages. It was therefore 
but fair that they should not be allowed to invite on 
themselves and their relations those dreadful cala- 
mities, which were honestly believed to result from an 
incorrect recitation of the Yedic stanzas 1 . The desire 
was not to humiliate women, but rather to save them 
from dire consequences. 

When the Vedic Karmamarga gradually went into 
background, its place was taken by the new Bhakti 
and Pauranik schools, which rose into prominence at 
c. 500 a. d. The leaders of these movements had a 
catholic outlook and threw open their doors to all, 
irrespective of sex and caste. This was a welcome 
development for women. Their religious disenfran- 
chisement had created a vacuum ; it was filled by the 
Bhakti-Pauranik religion. In fact they became its 
de facto custodians. 

Women are by nature more religious and devo- 
tional than men. They can visit temples with 
greater regularity, perform sacred rites with higher 
faith and submit to religious fasts with more 
alacrity than men. The Pauranik religion, which came 
into prominence by c. 500 a. d., made ample provisions 
for the religious requirements of women. As early 
as the 3rd century b.c., women were already accus- 
tomed to perform a number of vows and fasts ( vratas ), 
which were unknown to Gratis and Smritis. They are 

referred to by Asoka in his Rock Edict No. IX, 2 

1 See, ante, p. 288 n. 2. 
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and the Vivadavatthukatha refers to a lady, who 
being anxious to devote herself to some Yrata without 
being disturbed by her gay husband, paid him some 
money out of her own Stridhana, so that he may 
get his *pjeasure elsewhere (I, 15). Yratas therefore 
were quite common even before the beginning of the 
Christian era. The reorganisers of the Pauranik reli- 
gion increased their number, spread them evenly over 
the whole year and invested them with a moral fervour 
by associating a number of ethical and edifying stories 
with them. Hinduism, as it is known to and prac- 
tised by the masses today, is not the Hinduism of the 
Gratis or Smritis, but the Hinduism of the Puranas, 
and women have been its most devoted followers and 
patrons. Most of the women in society at this time 
were uneducated and therefore incapable of under- 
standing or appreciating subtle intellectual arguments 
like those advanced by the Vedanta school. The new 
religion, however, mostly relied on an appeal to faith 
and devotion. It therefore appealed to women 
immensely. Being certain that the sections of society, 
which were its devoted followers, had an inexhausti- 
ble fund of credulity, the writers of Purarias, did not 
take much care to offer a reasonable or rational ex- 
planation in every case. Very often virtues were 
so much exaggerated that they assumed the garb 
of vice. Vices were sometimes condoned because 
they were associated with some heroes or demi-gods. 
Hindu women, who went on performing the Vratas 
and listening to the stories contained in the Puranas, 
became by temper and training very creduluous and 
devotional. Most of them became strangers to rationa- 
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lism based upon discriminative reason under the 
influence of the new religion. The same, however, 
was the case with men at this time, if perhaps to a 
slightly less extent. It however cannot be denied 
that the continuance of the old religious vein, moral 
fervour and spiritual tradition is largely due to the 
zeal, sincerity and devotion of women. Those very 
women, whom religion had once regarded as outcastes, 
eventually enabled it to tide over most difficult times. 

Buddhism and Jainism. 

Let us now see what place and position was 
assigned to women in Buddhism and Jainism. Both 
these were ascetic religions, and they have not devoted 
much attention to the duties and ideals of lay women. 
The founders and leaders of both these movements 
shared the indifference to, or contempt of women, 
which is almost' universal among the advocates of the 
ascetic ideal. The Buddha was reluctant to admit 
women to his Church, and the Digambara Jains hold 
that women can never get salvation except by first 
being reborn as men. It may be added here that 
Buddhism did not subscribe to this dogma. 

Owing to the pressing entreaties of his foster 
mother, the Buddha eventually decided with great 
reluctance to admit nuns into his Church. Mahavira 
is not known to have raised any objection in the 
matter. But both Buddhism and Jainism placed nuns 
under a more rigorous discipline than monks. Some 
of the restrictions placed upon the nuns were no doubt 
reasonable ones ; thus it was laid down that they 
should not stay alone without the protection of monks ; 
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that they should avoid the company of men of 
doubtful character ; that only monks of unques- 
tioned purity and integrity should be allowed to 
preach before nuns ; that they should always live to- 
gether in groups of twos and threes, etc. Some other 
rules, however, betray a lack of confidence in the 
character and judgment of women. Thus the ad- 
mission of a new nun was to be sanctioned by a joint 
meeting of the monks and nuns; new monks, however, 
could be admitted without consulting the nuns at all. 
Nuns were to go out to beg only when led by an ex- 
perienced matron. The climax is, however, reached 
by the rule which lays down that a nun, though 100 
years old, must stand in reverence before a monk, 
though he may have been just initiated in the Church. 
The reader will not now be surprised to learn that a 
nun could never preach before a congregation of 
monks, though the selected ones among the latter 
could preach before a congregation of nuns 1 . It may 
be here added that early Christian Fathers shared 
similar views ; they held that it was contrary to 
nature that women should be allowed to preach. 
The Council of Laodicea closed the doors of the preach- 
ing career to women in 365 a. d., and not all the 
feminist agitation has succeeded even now (1938 a. d.), 
in getting them reopened for them. Islam permits 
women to read the Koran, but not to preach from it 2 . 

The above rules betray that inherent air of super- 
iority, which man usually finds it difficult to renounce 

• I 
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with reference to women. Not all of them were, 
however, followed in practice ; thus the theory that 
nuns could under no circumstances preach to monks 
did not stand in the way of Rajimati, the wife of 
Neminitha, in delivering a stirring sermcvi to her 
brother-in-law Rathanemi, when the latter had lost 
self-control under the influence of tempting circum- 
stances ( Uttmdhyayanasutra , No. 22). 

In spite of some discriminative rules, referred to 
above, the permission that was given to women to 
join the Church by Jainism and Buddhism raised a new 
and attractive prospect before them. In Brahmanical 
religion also there were some nuns like Sulabha and 
GargI Vachaknavi ; their number, however, seems to 
have been much larger in Buddhist and Jain circles. 
Buddhism declared that womanhood was no bar to 
salvation 1 , and ^vetambara Jains concurred with the 
view. Marriage' was not necessary for women ; nay, 
it was a fetter which women were advised to avoid. 
They were therefore urged to become nuns without 
entering into matrimony. Among the nuns of the 
Therlgatha the majority consists of women, who had 
renounced the world during their maidenhood. The 
career of preaching and evangelising that was thus 
opened before women by Jainism and Buddhism 
attracted a large number of talented ladies, who 
distinguished themselves as teachers and preachers. 
We find rich heiresses, refusing tempting marriage 
offers and joining the preaching army of the new reli-^ 
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gions. Such, for instance, was the case of GuttS, 
Anopama and Sumedha, who eventually became very 
famous preachers ( Therigathci , 54, 56, 73). JayantI, 
a daughter of king Sahasranika of Kausambi, doffed 
her royal*robe and became a devout nun, the moment 
her questions about the nature of the individual soul, 
the ideal of life, etc., were satisfactorily answered by 
Mahavira. Some ladies like Abliirupa Nanda and 
Sumangala no doubt joined the Church as a welcome 
escape from household tyranny, but their number 
•does not seem to have been large. 

When discipline became slack and unworthy 
persons began to be admitted into monasteries and 
nunneries, the tone of moral life deteriorated. It 
hastened the process of the downfall of Buddhism. 
Later Hinduism took a lesson from what it saw in 
Buddhist monasteries and nunneries and declared 
women to be ineligible for renunciation (Samnyasa). 
It maintained that not renunciation but due discharge 
of family responsibilities was the most sacred duty of 
women 1 . Nuns therefore have disappeared from 
Hinduism during the last 1500 years. 

The reader has already noted the main religious 
disabilities of women. In the modern feminist 
movement in India, we hardly notice any effort made 
to get them redressed. This is natural. When men 
themselves have given up Vedic sacrifices, women 
naturally feel no inclination to agitate for the right 
to perform them. The Aryasamaj, which has revived 
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these sacrifices, has extended the right to perform them 
to women as well. In the modem materialistic world, 
the average woman feels no grievance for being deprived 
of the right to become a nun. She looks with a con- 
temptuous smile on a dogma, which would declare that 
she is ineligible for spiritual salvation because of her 
sex. Upanayana has become a meaningless formality 
even in the case of boys; women naturally feel that they 
have nothing to gain by becoming re-eligible for it. 
It is true that the religious disenfranchisement that 
resulted from the ineligibility for upamyana pro- 
duced a disastrous consequence upon the general status 
of women in societv ; but women have realised that 
improvement in this direction in modern days depends 
mainly upon the spread of education and the acquisi- 
tion of economic rights and independence. They 
therefore naturally feel no inclination for initiating 
an agitation for* the restoration of their old religious 
rights and privileges. 

It would be, however, in the interest of Hindu 
society if it remains constantly alive to the full im- 
plications of the Vedic theory that the husband 
and the wife are equal and necessary partners in 
divine worship. The principle implies that men and 
women have equal rights and responsibilities in matters 
temporal as well. Since the spiritual disenfranchise- 
ment of women, men have become accustomed to 
regard them as their inferiors in all the spheres of 
life. This outlook must disappear. We must re- 
member that womeA have done greater service to 
religion than men by preserving the old religious 
tradition, moral fervour and spiritual vein in Hindu. 
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society. These constitute priceless heritage, and men 
ought to be grateful to women for preserving it. If 
an effort is made to spread a rational knowledge of 
the fundamental principles of Hinduism among women, 
they wouid undoubtedly become much better repre- 
sentatives of our culture and religion than what men 
are to day. 



CHAPTER VIII. 


Proprietary Rights during Coverture. 

The study of the evolution of the proprietary 
rights of women is a very fascinating subject. It has 
a vital importance to the historian of the woman, 
for economic independence and prosperity have usually 
an important bearing on the well-being of a class. The 
reader is already aware how the general position of 
women went on deteriorating after the beginning of 
the Christian era. He will now be surprised to learn 
that, in spite of this general setback, their pro- 
prietary rights were gradually becoming more and 
more extensive in course of time. 

In early times proprietary rights of women were 
recognised very tardily in almost all civilisations. This 
was the case specially in patriarchal societies. For a 
long time there was no question of the woman holding 
any property ; she herself was an item in the moveable 
property of the husband or the patriarch. This was 
the case among the Teutons. The Frisians used to 
give their women and children in payment of their 
taxes to Rome, when they had no other means to dis- 
charge their liabilities. At Rome the husband could 
sell his wife in early times, the right being taken away 
only at the beginning of the Christian era. For a long 
time the wife was under the tutelage of her husband 
and could possess ntf separate property at all, if she 
was married according to the orthodox religious rites. 
Even after the husband’s death she did not bcome a 
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sui jure, but passed under the tutelage of other 
male .relatives. During the feudal age in Europe, 
women could no doubt inherit and hold even landed 
property. This was, however, a nominal right. 
Women vtere really pawns in the hands of kings. 
Land was for military service, which women were 
incapable of rendering. So the emperor would take 
immediate steps to marry the daughters or widows 
of his barons or knights to whomsoever he liked. 
When in his Spanish campaigns a number of his 
noblemen died, Charlmaigne immediately married 
their widows to the barons of his own choice. He was 
anxious that land should not be under the ownership 
of those who could not light in his wars. Whether 
the widows concerned wanted to marry, and if so, 
whether they had approved of the proposed new hus- 
bands, was a matter which he did not stop to enquire. 
Women were a sort of vitalised deed of conveyance. 
They were hardly as important as horses, which were 
so useful in war, save as living titles to landed pro- 
perty 1 . 

In India too in very early times women were re- 
garded as chattel. They were given away as gifts 
in the Yedic age, as would appear from several hymns, 
which glorify the gifts of generous donors 2 . In the 
Mahabharata we find Dhritarashtra proposing to give 
a hundred female slaves to Krishna as a token of his 

1 The reader will get more information on the points dis- 
cussed in this para from George, Story cj Woman and Muller Lyer, 
Family . 
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regard for him 1 ( V, 86, 8 ). The husband was 
deemed to have a natural proprietary right in 
the wife. It is on this undisputed assumption that 
Dharma proceeds to stake his wife Draupadi in the 
gambling hall. It may be further pointed out that 
even this proud and haughty queen does not think of 
disputing this right of her husband, when she is dragged 
to the court of Dhritarashtra. She does not at all 
maintain that she has not lost her freedom because 
the husband has no right to sell or stake away 
his wife. She only wants to know whether her husband 
was a free man, when he had staked her 2 . In the 
Bigveda also in the famous gambling hymn, we find 
the wife being staked away by the husband (X, 34). 

The Mahabharata, however, states that the assem- 
bly began to hiss loudly when Dharma proceeded to 
stake his wife 3 . It would therefore appear that though 
the husband’s proprietary right in the wife was theo- 
retically recognised, its actual excercise met with a 
stern social disapprobation. It was felt that only 
intoxicated or inhuman persons could think of excer- 
cising it 4 . In the Yedic age also, it was only a 
confirmed gambler who would sometimes stake his 
wife. In cultured circles the wife was regarded as 
the co-owner of the family property along with her 
husband, as the term dam/pati would show. 
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Apart from the rather exceptional cases, referred 
to above, which really reflect the state of society in 
prehistoric times, there is no evidence of women 
being regarded as chattel in ancient India. The 
Dharmas^stra writers of the first and the second cen- 
turies a. d., leave no scope for an enterprising husband 
to utilise the results of his research in prehistoric 
social customs and institutions to the disadvantage 
of his consort ; they have definitely declared that 
women and children cannot be objects of gift or sale 
under any circumstances 1 . 

Let us now consider the proprietary rights of the 
wife, vis-a-vis her husband. The theory approved by 
the Hindu culture as early as the Vedic age was that 
the husband and the wife should be the joint owners 
of the household and its property. The husband was 
required to take a solemn vow at the marriage that he 
would never transgress the rights and interests of his 
wife in economic matters. 

The theory of the joint ownership of the couple 
should have led to a number of important corollaries, 
and fortified the position of the wife against an un- 
reasonable or vicious husband. This, however, does 
not seem to have taken place. One Dharmasutra 
writer concludes from the joint ownership theory that 
the wife is entitled to incur normal expenditure on the 
household during her husband’s absence 2 . Another 
concedes to her a third share of the husband’s -'pro- 
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perty, in case she was superseded unjustly 1 . But 
no further deductions were drawn. 

The theory of joint ownership helped the wife only 
in securing a number of minor rights and privileges. 
It invested her with an absolute right of maintenance 
against the husband. A verse attributed to Manu, 
but not to be found in the extant Manusmriti,. 
goes to the extent of declaring that the .husband ought 
to maintain the wife, even if there were no family 
property. He may have recourse even to ques- 
tionable means, if there was no other alternative 2 . 
The husband could not proceed on a journey without 
making proper provision for her maintenance and the 
household expenditure. If he married a second wife, 
the first one had to be properly provided for. If 
the wife had the misfortune of being assaulted, the 
liability of the husband to maintain her did not come to 
an end 3 . Early 'jurists no doubt held it improper for 
a wife to vindicate her claims against the husband in a 
court of law; later jurists like Vijn&nesvara, however, 
differed from this view and maintained that if a hus- 
band abandons a virtuous wife, or wilfully misappro- 
priates her property and refuses to restore it, she 

1 WRmrnMf msrt fsrmnfrftn i 

n Yaj., n, 76. 
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can move a court of law to get her grievances 
redressed 1 . 

The theory of the joint ownership of the couple 
secured only the above minor advantages to the wife. 
It was not pressed to its logical conclusion in order to 
secure her an absolute equality with the husband in 
the ownership of the family property. Hindu jurists 
were not prepared to entertain such a claim on behalf 
of the wife. Only one amongst them, Yajnavalkya, 
permits her to claim a one third share, if she is 
unjustly superseded 2 . But this claim does not 
appear to have been either actually conceded in prac- 
tice by society, or sanctioned by other jurists. The 
wife had no right to incur any substantial expendi- 
ture during her coverture without her husband’s per- 
mission. Even the Mitakshara expressly declares 
that she can spend out of the family property only with 
the concurrence of the husband 3 . Hindu jurists have 
further failed to protect the wife’s right to a main- 
tenance or a share; they do not invalidate a sale or 
a mortgage of the family property by the husband, if 
it was prejudicial even to her right of maintenance. 
They would have regarded such a procedure as 
immoral and reprehensible ; they have however failed 
to make it invalid ah initio. 

1 ^ I fartN 5 

asr g q- aftffrma i mu. on Yaj., n, 82. 

2 See ante, p. 256 n. 1. * 

Ibid on Yaj., II, 52. 
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General circumstances in society were very un- 
favourable to the theory of the joint ownership being 
utilised to invest the wife with the above powers and 
rights. Landed property was for a long time being 
owned either by village communities or by large joint 
families. Individual ownership was but slow in coming 
into general recognition even in the case of males. 
By the time individual coparceners could assert their 
individual rights in the estate of the family, the husband 
had come to be deified ; so it became very difficult for 
jurists to invest the wife with any substantial rights 
as against the husband. The joint ownership of the 
husband and the wife thus practically remained a 
legal fiction. In effect the husband was the sole owner 
of the family property and the wife had no legal 
remedy, if he proceeded to squander it and defeat her 
right to a maintenance or a share. The modern 
law courts also have not come forward to afford any 
protection to the wife in such cases. It is only in 
Portugese India, where the Code Napoleon prevails, 
that the consent of the wife is a condition precedent 
to any valid disposal of the family property by the 
.husband. It is now high time that the Indian Legis- 
lature should proceed to amend the Hindu Law, and 
invest the wife with full powers over her own share of 
the family estate, rendering its sale without her express 
consent illegal. The old Vedic theory of the joint 
ownership of the husband and the wife will fully 
justify such a legislation. 

It was only with reference to immoveable pro- 
perty that Hindu society was for a long time unwilling 
to invest the wife with full or exclusive ownership. 
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The reasons for this have been already indicated. As 
far as moveable property like ornaments, jewelry, 
costly apparel, etc. was concerned, women’s right to 
own it was recognised at a very early date. All this 
property . s went under the category of Strldhana or 
Women’s Special Property. The story of its deve- 
lopment is a very interesting chapter in the history 
of Hindu law. 

It is very difficult to define Strldhana precisely ; 
Hindu jurists only proceed to describe its different 
varieties. Suffice it to state that the term is used to 
denote property over which women are allowed to have 
their own more or less absolute sway in normal times. 

In its origin, Strldhana was vitally connected 
with the custom oi the bride-price ( sulka ). We have 
already shown {ante, pp. 46-9) that this custom is 
of hoary antiquity, and that it continued to persist 
for a long time in spite of its vehement denunciation. 
The custom was no doubt a bad one, but it had one 
relieving feature. It helped the development . of 
Strldhana. Owing to the affection, which parents 
naturally felt for their daughters, they used to return 
usually a part, and sometimes even the whole, of the 
bride-price to the bride, to be enjoyed by her as her 
separate estate during her own life. If she died leav- 
ing some children behind, her father would not object 
to the property devolving upon them, as they were also 
his own grand-children. If, however, the daughter 
left no issue behind, her father would claim the pro- 
perty back from the son-in-law, \Vho was expected to 
contract a fresh marriage in due course. Smriti 
writers expressly declare that the Strldhana of a 
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woman, married according to the Asura form of 
marriage, where bride-price has to be paid by 
the husband, would revert to her parents or brothers, 
if she left behind no issues 1 . This rule makes it 
quite clear that one of the ingredients ,of Strl- 
dhana was a portion of the bride-price, returned to 
the bride by her father. The husband therefore had 
to recognise his bride’s ownership in it. The bride 
used to spend this gift usually in the purchase of orna- 
ments for herself and utensils and furniture for her 
new household 2 . 

Even when no bride-price was paid, the bride used 
to receive some wedding gifts in the Yedic age. Pari- 
nahya was the term used to denote them, and Yedic 
texts declare that the wife was to be their owner 3 . 
Gifts given on such occasions usually consisted of 
ornaments and clothes that could be worn by women 
alone. Men could have utilised them only by sale. 
In Hindu society there is, however, a deep prejudice 
against this procedure in connection with ornaments 
and clothes worn on auspicious occasions. Women 
therefore were naturally allowed to own these gifts. 
Whether the Vedic age allowed them to dispose of these 
articles without their husbands’ consent, we do not 
know. Probably such a procedure was not permitted. 

S^IT fafTTfa SKI M Yaj., II, 145. 

2 The Gerade of the Saxons, which corresponded to Stri- 
dhana, also usually consisted of women’s dress, ornaments and 
household furniture. 

3 # ’Tltcni ■mw I T.S., VI, 2, 1, 1. 
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In course of time the scope of Stridhana was 
enlarged. Gifts given by the husband even subse- 
quent to the marriage were included in it. These were 
often extensive and would sometimes include even the 
whole of\ the husband’s property. Women came to 
be gradually invested with full powers over the pro- 
perty thus conveyed to them. At the time of his 
impending retirement, Yajnavalkya proceeds to divide 
his whole property equally between his two wives. 
Under similar circumstances Dharmadinna was 
informed by her husband that she could take away as 
much of his property as she liked, and retire to her 
parents’ house ( Thg ., 12). In both these cases the 
clear intention was to convey full rights of ownership 
to the wife over the whole of the family property. 

That women could excersise absolute control over 
such* gifts, which constituted their Stridhana, was 
a principle that came to be recognised fairly early in 
Hindu society. There were no doubt archaic texts 
which declared that wives, like sons and slaves, cOuld 
own no property ; whatever they acquired would be the 
property of their husbands 1 . Commentators, how- 
ever, boldly declared that these texts had no appli- 
cation to the present age. It is interesting to note 
that even writers like Baudhayana, who refuse to 
recognise the wife’s right of inheritance, freely con- 
cede her title to Stridhana 2 . Manu also does the same, 
though he does not recognise the widow as an heir to 

1 ** i 

ZC$ H Manu, VIII, 416. 

2 ffiSPfTfq* H B.D.S., II, 2, 44. 
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her husband. It is needless to add that writers like 
Vishnu and Yajnavalkya, who recognise the widow 
as an heir, naturally concede proprietary rights to 
women over Stridhana. All later writers do the same. 

The Vedic literature is silent about tire precise 
scope of Stridhana. We get an idea of its scope only 
from the Dharmas'astra works. Manu is the earliest 
writer to give a comprehensive description of Stri- 
dhana. According to him it consists of six varieties ; 
(1-8) gifts given by the father, the mother and the 
brother at any time ; (4) gifts of affection given by the 
husband subsequent to the marriage ; (5-6) and presents 
given by anybody either at the time of the marriage, 
or at the time when the bride is taken to her new home 1 . 
Gifts under most of these categories would consist 
usually of ornaments and costly apparel, and Manu 
is very vehement in denouncing those who would 
deprive women of these presents after their husbands’ 
death 2 . Vishnu (XVII, 18) adds three more categories 
to Stridhana, (1) gifts given by the son (2) or any other 
relation; (8) and the compensation given to the wife at 
the time of her supersession on the occasion of her 
husband’s second marriage. The above distinctions 
in the different varieties of Stridhana are not of great 
importance ; suffice it to say that it mainly consisted 

1 ** rftkrerufir i 

safari fuctuu ix, 194. 
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of gifts given by relations, either at the time of the 
marriage or subsequent to it. 

It is interesting to note that gifts given by non- 
relatives subsequent to the marriage, and the wages 
earned by A the wife for her work are not included in 
Strldhana 1 . The exclusion of these two items is not 
difficult to understand. It was not advisable to 
encourage women to solicit presents from outsiders, for 
it would have led to serious complications in families 
presided over by jealous husbands. Inclusion of 
wages in Stridliana would also have been unfair. They 
were usually earned only by the women of the work- 
ing classes, whose budgets can never be balanced 
even today without including the earnings of women 
and children. Under these circumstances it would 
have been manifestly unfair to credit the wife’s 
wages to her Strldhana and call upon the husband to 
shoulder the entire burden of the’ family. Hindu 
jurists felt that the earnings of both the husband and 
the wife should be dedicated to the needs of the family. 
They have, however, failed to provide relief to the wife 
in case her husband were to squander his own earn- 
ings and compell the wife to support the family by her 
own wages. The law is still defective on this point 
and requires to be amended. 

From about the 7th century a. d., we find a 
general tendency to enlarge the scope of Strldhana. 
Devala is seen including maintenance and accidental 

1 Sffan ^ I 
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Katyayanasaroddtmra, v. 736. 
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gains under it 1 . But it was left to Vijnanes'vara 
to propose most extensive additions to the scope of 
Strldhana. Taking advantage of the word adyam 
‘etcetera’ which Yajnavalkya ha3 used at the end of 
the enumeration of the usual six varieties of ^trldhana, 
this commentator declares that the expression in 
question is used in order to include the property 
acquired by inheritance, purchase, partition, chance, 
and adverse possession 2 . This amplified definition of 
Strldhana is so comprehensive that it will include 
every type of property in the possession of a woman, 
howsoever it may have been acquired by her. 

There can be no doubt that the original verses 
in Yajnavalkyasmriti, which are quoted in the foot 
note below, 3 ’ did not contemplate the inclusion of any 
of the. categories mentioned by Vijnanes'vara within the 
scope of Strldhana. It is even doubtful whether the 
crucical term adyam, which is Vijnanesvara’s sole 
justification for the amplification of the definition of 
Strldhana, really occurred in the original verse of 
Yajnavalkya. Jimutavahana contends that the cor- 
rect reading is * Adhivedanikam chaiva ’ and not 
* Adhivedanikddyam cha.’ The word ‘adyam’ is gene- 
rally used in Sanskrit at the end of an enumera- 
tion, so it should have come not after adhivedanika ’ 
in v. 143, but after 4 anvddheyakam ’ in v. 144, which 

1 5T?f> nfcr n 

f™r II „ On Yaj., II, 143. 
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is the last specific category of Stridhana mentioned 
by Yajnavalkya. Apararka, who is one of the earliest 
commentators of Yajnavalkya, also reads chaim, which 
seems to be the genuine reading of verse. 

But e^en supposing that the reading of Vijnane- 
svara is the genuine one, we have to concede that 
Yajnavalkya could hardly have intended to include 
items like inheritance and share at partition under the 
term ‘etcetera.’ These were very important items, 
which not only increased extensively the woman’s 
rights, but circumscribed those of the coparceners. 
Yajnavalkya would surely have specifically and pro- 
minently mentioned them in his description of Stri- 
dhana, instead of smuggling them surreptitiously 
under the term ‘ etcetera.’ The word etcetera, if 
at all used by him, must have been obviously intend- 
ed to include items like bride-price, gifts from relations, 
and presents received after the marriage, which are 
mentioned in the immediately following line. H 

The above discussion will show that Yijnanes'vara 
has used one of the usual devices of Sanskrit com- 
mentators iii order to enlarge the scope of Stridhana. 
The credit of liberalising the law of Stridhana there- 
fore belongs to him and not to Yajnavalkya. 

Hindu jurists of medieval times are divided as 
to the acceptability of the extended definition of Stri- 
dhana, as propounded by Vijnanesvara. Majority of 
them, however, concur with him ; Apararka, Nanda 
Pandita, Mitramis'ra and Kamalakara are prominent 
among them. Some, however, “have refused to re- 
cognise his interpretation ; Vis'varupa, Devanabhatta 
and JimutavShana are the chief among them. 
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This clevage in the opinions of the jurists 
shows that society was following no uniform practice 
in the matter of recognising the scope of Stridhana. 
There are, however, no actual recorded cases to show 
how far the items mentioned by Yijnanes'vara were 
actually included within the scope of StrTdhana in 
medieval times. The fact, however, that a large 
number of his successors uphold his opinion, would show 
that society was to a great extent, following his lead. 

Let us now consider the extent of the power 
which women possessed over their Stridhana. We 
have no discussion about this point in early works. 
Yedic literature, for instance, is silent as to whether 
the wife could dispose of her property (Parinahaya) 
without her husband’s permission. As secular law 
and its literature developed in course of time, the 
question began to be discussed by jurists. Early 
Smriti writers were not prepared to invest the woman 
with fill powers over her Stridhana. Manu, for ins- 
dance, declares that a wife ought not to alienate even 
her own property without her husband’s sanction 1 . 
In course of time it was felt that this prohibition was 
not equitable. With a view to be fair to all the 
parties, later jurists divided Stridhana into two 
categories, saudayika and asauddyika. Free gifts of 
affection given by relations like the father., the mother, 
or the husband were included in the first category 2 and 
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were declared to be under the complete control of' 
women 1 . The rest of the Stridhana was asaudayika 
Strldhana ; women could not alienate it, but only 
enjoy its usufruct during their life time. 

Originally Stridhana consisted usually of orna- 
ments and costly clothes. In course of time landed 
property also began to be conveyed to women as 
Stridhana property. Jurists of the 7th and the 8th 
centuries discuss the question as to whether women 
possess full powers of ownership over the immoveable 
property so acquired. As may be expected, opinion 
was divided on the point. Katyayana holds that women 
possess the power of sale and mortgage even over the 
immoveable property included in their Stridhana 2 . 
Narada differs from him and declares that women 
can dispose of only the moveables in their Stridhana 3 . 
Medieval writers generally concur with this view 4 . 

The reason why women were no*, granted full 
rights over the landed property included in their 
Stridhana are not difficult to understand. In the vast 
majority of cases, it used to be a gift from the hus- 

1 tiMn? srro FsrVwit i 
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band, and so it originally belonged to the property 
of the joint family. It was not in the interest of the 
latter to allow a coparcener to fritter away its resources 
by allowing him to make an unconditional gift to his 
wife from the family property. The gifts ^ere regard- 
ed as valid only during the life of the donees. The 
latter were not allowed to alienate them to any of 
their cognatic relations. Similar considerations opera- 
ted when the property in question was received by the 
woman from her father. The latter’s agnatic relations 
were not prepared to tolerate his conduct, if he pro- 
ceeded to permanently alienate a portion of the im- 
moveable property of the family. Patriarchal joint 
families in ancient times were too much attached to 
their ancestral possessions to allow their transfer to a 
cognatic relation. 

The question of the power of alienation of the 
Stridhana property was approached by the Bengal 
school of the medieval times on different lines. Its 
famous exponent JImutavahana felt that it was il- 
logical to increase the scope of Stridhana, and' then to 
curtail women’s powers of disposal over it. He argued 
that it would be proper to describe only that much 
property as Stridhana, which women are allowed to 
dispose of according to their own free will. He there- 
fore limited the scope of Stridhana by refusing to 
recognise its amplified definition, as given in the 
MitaksharS school, but conceded to women full pro- 
prietary rights over its time-honoured six varieties. 

Did Vijnane^v&ra intend to invest women with 
full proprietary rights over the whole of his amplified 
Stridhana ? It is a great pity that he should not have 
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specifically discussed this important question. We are 
therefore driven to mere inferences. It is possible to 
argue that there is nothing improbable in Vijiianes'vara 
having intended to give full rights to women even over 
the landed property acquired by inheritance or parti- 
tion, and included in their Stridhana. Women will get 
property by inheritance, usually when their husbands 
had separated from the joint family and died 
without leaving any male issues. The husband’s 
action in effecting a separation from the joint family 
had put an end to its interest in his separated share ; 
Yijfianes vara may well have felt that the widow should 
be allowed to have full powers over it. The most 
probable course, which the widow will usually adopt 
in such cases, would be to gift her Stridhana to her 
daughters. These were also the next heirs, even if the 
property was not regarded as her Stridhana. Her 
husband had already effected separation from the 
joint family, and so after the death of the widow, 
daughters were the next normal heirs. So there was no 
reason for Vijnanesvara to curtail the powers of women 
over the property they had acquired by inheritance. 
As far as the share at partition is concerned, it must 
be noted that a woman could get it only when her 
husband or sons had themselves proceeded to divide 
the family property. When a share was given to the 
wife by the husband or to the mother by the sons, it 
was clearly intended that it was for her special and 
exclusive use. Society would have regarded it as an 
immoral procedure, if sons had J proceeded to put 
fetters on the power of their aged and revered mother 
with reference to the share, which they had freely and 
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voluntarily given to her. It is also significant that 
Yijnanes'vara, while concluding his discussion about 
the widow’s right of inheritance, introduces a number 
of carefully worded qualifying clauses ; but none of 
them even suggests that she was to be a lijnited heir 1 . 

It is however very doubtful whether Yijnanes'- 
vara really intended to, invest the widow with the right 
of disposal over the landed property included in her 
Stridhana, but acquired by inheritance or. partition. 
He was not prepared to concede eveq to the male 
manager of the joint family the full power to alienate 
the immoveable property that he may have himself 
acquired 2 . Could he then have ever dreamt of invest- 
ing women with a right, which he was not prepared to 
grant even to the male manager ? His silence on the 
point may be simply due to the fact that he tacitly 
accepted the general principle that women are limited 
heirs, a principle which was approved even by 
Brihaspati, the most well known advocate of women’s 
rights. Radical jurists, who advance new theories to 
popularise a much needed reform in a conservative 
society, do not always accept all the deductions that 
can be legitimately drawn from their own premises. 
The Privy Council was therefore right when it declared 
that the property acquired through inheritance by a 
woman, though included in her Stridhana, cannot be 
disposed of by her, and will revert back to the next heirs 
of her husband, instead of devolving upon the peculiar 

#Tc!T I ” At Yaj., II, 136* 

On Yaj., II, 113. 
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heirs of Stridha^a in its narrower sense. How far the 

law should' now be changed in this matter will be 
discussed in the next chapter, where the question of the 
right of inheritance of the widow will be considered. 

We have seen above that there was a school of 
jurists which was opposed to the recognition of the 
amplified definition of Stridhana. The main reason 
for this was not its hostility to the rights of women, 
but the peculiar mode of devolution of the Stridhana 
property. If this property had devolved upon the 
next heirs of the husband, it is quite probable that all 
the jurists would have agreed to the amplification of 
Stridhana proposed by Vijnanes'vara. As will be 
soon shown, Stridhana however used to devolve 
usually either upon female heirs or upon the parents or 
brothers of women. So the Stridhana property usually 
went out of the husband’s family. The joint family 
institution was naturally opposed to <i course, which 
was calculated to diminish its resources. 

Hindu jurists were, however, unanimous in giving 

to women full proprietary rights over the Stridhana 

in its narrower sense. They have expressly declared 

that the husband has no right to lay his hands upon it. 

If he was compelled to utilise it for his own purposes, 

he had to return it with interest 1 . If, however, the 

family was in great distress, the husband could utilise 

his wife’s Stridhana to tide over the difficulty. No 

other member of the family, however, could do so. 

Jurists differ as to whether the Stridhana utilised by 

» 
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the husband to meet abnormal times was to be returned 
back to the wife. Yajfiavalkya thinks that it need 
not be repaid 1 . Katyayana holds that if the hus- 
band had promised to return it, he ought to keep his 
word 2 . An agreement to constitute Stridhana made 
by the husband was binding on his estate; if he died 
without completing it, his next heirs were required to 
carry it out 3 . 

It is only rarely that we come across a discussion, 
of the effects of unchastity on the right to Stridhana. 
Devala has discussed this topic and declared that an 
unchaste woman forfeits her title to Stridhana 4 . This 
seems to have been the general view. British courts 
have, however, refused to follow it and recognised 
women’s title to Stridhana inspite of her unchastity. 

The scheme of the inheritance of Stridhana is a 
very complicated one and it has many provincial 
variations. We need not discuss the details of the 
problem here, as they wouldi nterest only the pro- 
fessional lawyer ; it is sufficient for our purpose to 
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refer to general principles. If a woman dies without leav- 
ing any issues, and if her marriage had taken place by 
any of the unapproved forms of marriage like the Asura, 
Rakshasa, etc., her Stridhana reverts to her parents or 
brothers 1 . ^The reason for this rule is the general 
presumption that the Stridhana in such cases must 
have mainly consisted of the bride-price, which was 
voluntarily returned by the father to his daughter for 
her use during her coverture. If she dies leaving 
some issues behind, her Stridhana would devolve upon 
them. Her father or brother would not naturally 
mind allowing the property to be inherited by 
them ; but if she died issueless, the Stridhana or the 
bride-price was demanded back. The law at present 
presumes that all marriages take place by the approved 
forms, and so this rule of inheritance of Stridhana is 
only of historical interest. Stridhana now reverts to 
the husband, if the wife dies without issues. 

A vast majority of jurists from early times lay down 
that Stridhana should devolve upon daughters. It 
usually consisted of ornaments and clothes, which could 
be used by women alone ; so it was deemed to be in the 
fitness of things that they should be inherited by 
daughters. It is true that if they had devolved upon 
sons, their wives could very well have utilised the 
articles concerned. But women feel a greater affec- 
tion for their daughters than for their daughters-in- 
law, and this circumstance determined the line of the 
succession. Among daughters, unmarried ones were 

st^ht fqqmfa a Yaj-, n, 145. 
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to be preferred to married ones, and among the latter, 
the first claim was of those who were not well-to-do 1 . 
This devolution is governed just by those principles, 
which would appeal to an impartial and affectionate 
mother. In some schools, if there were no daughters 
living, the Stridhana devolved upon daughter’s 
daughters. Such cases, however, were few in practice. 

In patriarchal societies there is a general pre- 
judice against property passing to female heirs; 
so this principle of allowing Stridhana to devolve on 
daughters did not appeal to a large section of Hindu 
community. As long as Stridhana consisted of a few 
gifts given at the time of the marriage, its devolution 
upon daughters did not meet with much opposition. 
In course of time, however, gifts given by the husband 
during the married life came to be included in Stri- 
dhana. The motive of the husband was no doubt to 
provide the wife against a rainy day, but he rarely 
intended to do so at the cost of his sons. His usual 
expectation was that the property should pass on to 
his sons after the death of his wife. Some jurists 
therefore felt that the most equitable course was to 
allow both the sons and the daughters to inherit the 
Stridhana of their mother. This course is recom- 
mended by Manu 2 ; we may well presume that he is 
very probably referring to the Stridhana property 
given by the husband, though he does not say so in 

1 cTS ’SPrtcT JT^Jllfa I *Tfonfa7 I rT^Tfa 

UfUTfa I STfaferTT I 

Mitakshara on Yaj., I, 145. 
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fori ssRwnR srcnw: u ix, 192. 
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so many words. The Bengal, MithilS, Madras and 
Gujarat schools of the Hindu Law rely upon the 
above view of Manu,when they lay down that Stridhana 
consisting of gifts received from the husband 
subsequent to the marriage should devolve equally 
upon daughters and sons 1 . 

There are many other minor details about the 
inheritance of Strldhana. As they do not throw any 
light on the position of women, they are of interest 
only to the practising lawyer. We therefore need 
not discuss them here. 

The above survey of the history of Stridhana 
shows that it was recognised very early in the history 
of Hindu civilisation. Maxims of prehistoric times 
declaring that women can hold no property indepen- 
dently of their husbands were no doubt included in 
law books down to the 5th century a. d ; but they were 
not allowed to affect the development of Stridhana. 
Its scope went on gradually increasing, till eventually, 
in some schools at least, it came to include all the 
varieties of property that a woman may happen to 
own. It is probable that the jurists, who included in 
Stridhana even the property acquired by inheritance 
and partition, did not intend to invest women with the 
right of its alienation. Nevertheless it is indisputable 
that they allowed them at least a life estate in it ; 
this concession was indeed a remarkable one for the 
age. Over Stridhana in its narrower sense women 
possessed absolute ownership ; they could dispose of 
it at their own will, and their husbands had no right 
over it. It is true that in times of exceptional diffi- 

1 Dciyabhaga, IV, 9-12; Mayukha , IX; SCV., p. 656. 
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culties Stridhana could be used for the general needs 
of the family, but that was a liability that could not 
be equitably avoided. It is worth noting that some 
jurists have laid down that Stridhana spent even on 
such occasions ought to be refunded to worsen on the 
return of prosperity to the family. 

The survey of the scope and the development of 
Stridhana discloses that a considerable regard was shown 
to the economic needs of the weaker sex. The law, 
as it was developed by Vijnanesvara, was no doubt 
remarkably liberal for his age, for it included all 
property, howsoever acquired, under the category of 
Stridhana. It is true that Vijnanesvara probably 
did not intend to give women the full right of disposal 
over the immoveable property, acquired through inheri- 
tance or partition. Women, however, had no right to 
complain in the matter, for male coparceners also had 
no such unrestricted right even over their own self 
acquired property. 

This history of Stridhana is undoubtedly a proud 
and glorious chapter in the story of Hindu civilisation. 
It discloses a constant and continuous tendency in 
Hindu society to increase the scope of Stridhana, 
ususally at the expense of men’s rights. Women were 
also invested with the right of its independent disposal; 
even the husband could not touch it save under ex- 
ceptional circumstances. This state of affairs com- 
pares very favourably with that in England, where 
down to 1870 a. d., marriage suspended the very 
legal existence of tlfe wife, whose entire property, 
whether inherited or self-acquired, automatically 
passed under the husband’s control at the very 
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moment of her marriage, unless secured by a previous 
settlement. 

Only a few words are necessary in connection 
with the future development of the Stridhana law. 
All the categories included in Stridhana by Hindu 
jurists have been recognised by modem courts. They 
however hold that the property, which the widow 
inherits from her husband, is not Stridhana in the 
technical sense, and that she cannot therefore dispose 
of it at her own free will. How far the law should 
be changed in this respect will be considered in the 
next chapter, where the widow’s right of inheritance 
will be discussed in detail. 

Smritis have laid down that any income, which a 
wife will acquire by her own exertions, will not be her 
Stridhana, but will be merged in the general income 
of the family. We have already shown above (ante, 
p. 263) how this apparently unreasonable rule came 
to be laid down. Circumstances have, however, chang- 
ed now. It is but fair to admit that what an educated 
wife earns as a teacher, or a professor, or a doctor, 
or an uneducated wife as a field labourer or a 
factory worker, should be primarily regarded as 
her own property. The husband should have no right 
over it. It should be left entirely to the wife, as to what 
portion of' her earnings she would devote to the general 
family expenditure. In actual practice it would be found 
that a woman factory worker, for instance, will spend 
a lesser amount on herself than her husband would do, 
out of the wages they receive from* their employer. 

In spite of the specious theory of the joint owner- 
ship, the husband is usually the de facto controller of 



278 PROPRIETARY RIGHTS IN COVERTURE [ CH. 

the family purse. The present age is an individualis- 
tic one and the modern wife, whether educated or 
uneducated, often feels that it should not be necessary 
for her to get the sanction of her husband for every 
little expenditure that she may have to incur on her 
behalf. In order to get over the embarrassing situa- 
tions often arising on such occasions, she often feels 
that it would have been much better if she had a share 
in her father’s property, the income of which she could 
have spent at her own free will. There are, however, 
several serious difficulties in the way of giving the 
daughter a share in the patrimony, as will be shown in 
the next chapter (pp. 293-6). It lias, however, to be 
admitted that owing to inherited traditions, the husband 
is often inclined to assume a patronising air when sanc- 
tioning any expenditure for the wife, which is not 
relished by him. It has further to be recognised that 
whether in the west or in the east, there is not yet a 
proper appreciation of the unpaid work for the household , 
which the wife ungrudgingly does for the common wel- 
fare of the family. Gifts from the husband form an 
important item in the Stridhana as envisaged by Hindu 
jurists, and its scope went on gradually increasing in 
course of time. The difficulties of the modern sensi- 
tive wife, above referred to, will disappear if the law 
enjoined that a small percentage of the monthly income 
of the husband shall be given to the wife as her Stri- 
dhana, to be spent by her at her own sweet will, either for 
her own sake or for th§ sake of the family. An orientation 
in the development of Stridhana on this line is necessary 
in the modem individualistic age. It will immensely 
help in increasing the happiness of many a family. 



CHAPTER IX. 


Proprietary Rights : 

Inheritance and Partition. 

We shall now continue our story of the develop- 
ment of the proprietary rights of women. We surveyed 
in the last chapter the position of the wife, vis-a-vis 
her husband, regarding the ownership of the family 
property, and discussed the evolution of Stridhana. It 
was all along a story of gradual but continuous progress. 
In this chapter we shall discuss the rights of inheri- 
tance and partition, which are undoubtedly more 
important than the right to Stridhana. As already 
shown in previous chapters, the angle of vision with 
which the daughter, the wife and the widow were 
looked upon varied in different pges. Naturally 
therefore, the development of their rights of inheri- 
tance and partition proceeded on different lines. 
It would be therefore convenient to discuss it separa- 
tely. The present chapter is therefore divided into 
four sections ; the first three deal with the rights of 
inheritance of the daughter, the widow and other 
female relations respectively, and the last one with the 
rights at partition. 


Section I. 

Daughter’s Right of Inheritance 

A reference has been alre?Sdy made to an old 
saying that a son, a wife and a slave can own no pro- 
perty independently of the father, the husband and 
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the master {ante, p. 261, n.l). The daughter is obviously 
intended to be included here under the son. In more 
than one place in the later Yedic literature we come 
across the view that women have no right of inheritance 1 . 
There is no doubt that in very early times there was a 
general prejudice against property devolving upon female 
heirs by inheritance. The daughter formed no ex- 
ception. She was expected to increase the assets of 
her father’s family by bringing a bride-price. That 
she should get a share in and decrease the corpus of 
her father’s property would have appeared as very 
preposterous to men at the dawn of civilisation. The 
very conception of Stridhana shows that women could 
normally get property only by way of gifts from their 
relations at or subsequent to their marriage. There 
was no possibility of their acquiring any estate either 
by inheritance or by partition. 

Among the <female heirs the brotherless daughter 
was the first to succeed in establishing her right of 
inheritance. Circumstances were more favourable for 
the recognition of her right than that of the wife 
or the widow. As shown in the last chapter, in the 
patriarchal atmosphere the wife could advance no 
claim in competition with her husband. The widow 
often used to marry or get a son by Niyoga ; so the 
problem of her inheritance did not arise in society in 
any acute form. We have already shown {ante, pp. 
11-4) how the daughter in the Yedic age was well educa- 
ted and possessed full religious privileges. Probably 

€ 
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she could not herself offer funeral oblations to the manes, 
but she could get this done by her son. For all reli- 
gious purposes the Vedic father could thus regard a 
daughter to be as good as a son 1 . He had a strong pre- 
judice against adopting a son 2 . He therefore preferred 
property passing to his own daughter in preference to 
a stranger, who by a religious fiction, was to be re- 
garded as an adoptive son. He could also usually arrange 
for the perpetuation of his own family by making an 
agreement with the son-in-law that he should send 
back his first son to continue his maternal grand- 
father’s family. 

Amongst women, a brotherless daughter was 
thus the lirst to get her right of inheritance recognised. 
This happened as early as the time of the Rigveda, 
for there is no doubt that one of its early hymns refers 
to a brotherless daughter getting her share of 
patrimony 3 . This right of inheritance, however, was 
not an unmixed blessing. The Vedic age put a high 
premium on the son, and sons-in-law were often 

1 It is true that in Dharmasastra literature, generally the 
son of a Putrika is classed as a substitute for a real son; in early 
times, however, in some localities the daughter herself and not her 
son was regarded as the substitute. Thus V.D.S., XVII, 15 states 
Hrfal: <rfirf>T and not qtfafUTO: I A similar conclusion can be 

CO O O 

drawn from Manu IX, 134. From the Rajatara' gim we find that 
Queen KalyanadevI, wife of King Jayapiia, was herself regarded as 
a Putrika by her father. A 19th century Pandit of Kashmir had 
done the same at the time of Dr. Buhler’s visit to that state. 

2 ?T fjj fflliiftswft jR f tPTCT 3 l B.V ., VII, 4, 8. 
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B.V., 1, 124,7. 
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unwilling to allow their sons to revert back to the 
families of their maternal grandfathers. In the 
present age there is a keen competition for the hand of 
a maiden, who is her father’s heir ; in the Yedic age she 
found it not always easy to marry and had often to 
remain a spinster 1 . Even when the father of a brotherless 
daughter gave an assurance that he did not regard her 
as a Putrika and would not claim her son, prospective 
bridegrooms feared that there may be a mental re- 
servation behind the promise 2 . They would usually 
refuse to accept the daughter and her estate. 

There is evidence to show that the right of a 
brotherless daughter to inherit her father’s estate 
continued to be recognised down to c. 400 b. c. In 
the Therigatha we come across an interesting incident. 
We find a mother trying to dissuade her daughter 
Sundari from entering the nunnery by pointing out 
that she had beeome a full heir to her father’s exten- 
sive estate as the latter had become a monk ; she 
should therefore think of marriage and pleasure, 
and not of nunnery and penance 3 . It is clear from 
this story that a brotherless daughter was recognised 
as an heir in north-eastern India during the 5th 
century b. c., 

1 fmqf: Ufa 3TT*m: t 

WiJRTT 5* II A. F., 1, 17,1. 

comments:-* npffMq i warfare: i hi, 5. 
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IX ] OPPOSITION TO DAUGHTER’S HEIRSHIP 

By about 200 b. c. girls ceased to be educated 
and began to be married at an early age. There was 
a general deterioration in the status of women, who 
were gradually losing their religious privileges. All 
this tended to adversely affect the proprietary rights 
of the daughter. A school came into existence which 
opposed her right of inheritance, even when she had 
no brothers. Apastamba reluctantly allows a daugh- 
ter to inherit, but only if there is no agnate, or teacher 
or pupil to claim the property. This was a very 
remote possibility, for agnates include relations upto 
the 7th degree. He would rather prefer the property 
to be given to a public cause than to a daughter 1 . 
Vasishtha (XV, 7) and Gautama (XXVIII, 21) do not 
mention the daughter in the list of their heirs. The 
same is the case with Manu 2 . 

The majority of jurists, however, wanted to 
continue the old tradition, and allow the daughter 
to inherit her patrimony, if there were no son. 
The Mahabharata in one place maintains that it would 
be manifestly unfair and inequitable to allow a sub- 
sidiary son to get an inheritance, when there was a 

1 w. i smrra: i «Nraf- 

NT% ntsraa i m i n, u, 2-4. 

2 * wft fair: gsrr i 

facTT tfoyreq fuN wr W * \\ IX, 185. 

Kulliika takes the expression as understood in 

the second line in order to support his view that Manu admits the 
daughter as an heir to her father. There is nothing in the text or 
context to support this assumption. 
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daughter to claim it 1 . She must at least get half the 
property, if not the whole 2 . Kautilya is also inclined 
to recognise the daughter as an heir, though perhaps 
to a smaller share (III, 5). 

Yajnavalkya, as may be expected, warmly cham- 
pions the cause of the daughter and lays down that she 
should be the next heir after the son and the widow 
(II, 135). Brihaspati tries to disarm the opposition 
by sweet reasonableness. He points out that the 
daughter springs from one’s own body just like the son; 
how then can anyone inherit the property, when she 
is still alive (XXY, 55) ? Narada advances a similar 
argument. Is not the daughter as much the child 
of her parents as the son ? How then can her right 
of inheritance be defeated in the absence of the 
latter 3 ? 

There was a school of jurists which suggested 
that a brotherless daughter should be regarded as 
an heir only till she was married and well settled in life. 
Katyayana was its chief exponent 4 . Hindu society, 
however, refused to accept this opinion, and the school 
of Yajnavalkya, Narada and Brihaspati eventually 
carried the day. From c.500 a.d. nobody has called into 

1 irosnwT cron ®pr: f%n i 

SfTHTfe fafsroit | XIII, 80, 11. 

2 faf: I XIII, 88, 22. 

3 g « xm, 50. 

g II, Quoted in the Mitakshara 

at Yaj. II, 185-6. See also SCV., p. 687. 
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question a daughter’s right to inherit her father’s 
property in the absence of a brother. The right 
has been recognised also by the British courts. 

The estate which a daughter inherits is usually a 
limited one. It is an absolute one only in the Bombay 
presidency. Everywhere else she acquires only a 
life estate. The Bombay custom of allowing the 
daughter to bcome an absolute owner of her patrimony 
is at least as old as the 18th century. An inscription 
of this period, discovered in Kolhapur, refers to the sale 
of a piece of land by a woman, who had inherited it from 
her father 1 . The Bombay law on this point has been 
working smoothly and has caused no havoc in the 
joint family. It is now high time that it should be 
extended to other provinces as well. 

Daughters with brothers 

Let us now consider the rights of inheritance of 
a daughter who has brothers. Patriarchal traditions 
were reigning supreme at the dawn of the Aryan 
history, and they were not favourable for the re- 
cognition of a daughter’s right of inheritance in com- 
petition with a brother. From c. 300 b. c. marriage 
became obligatory for girls, and society felt that they 
should get proprietary rights in the families of their 
husbands and not in those of their fathers. 

In the earlier period, however, girls were fairly 
well educated, and very often they would remain 
unmarried either by choice or by the force of cir- 
cumstances. In such cases it was recognised that 

1 wflwwiw «wwp| i 

E.I., Yol. Ill, p. 215. 
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they ought to be allowed to have a share in their 
fathers’ property. A Vedic stanza expressly refers to 
an old maiden claiming her share in her patrimony 1 . 
Usually, however, daughters married, and then 
they did not get any share in their patrimony. 
A Vedic poet expressly informs the brother that he 
should not give any share to his sister ; she is after all 
to migrate to a different family 2 . 

It has been argued that there was a school of 
jurists, no doubt representing a small minority, which 
favoured the recognition of the right of inheritance 
of the danghter along with the son as early as c. 500 b. c. 
The only evidence for this view is a passage in the 
Nirukta, where arguments are undoubtedly advanced 
to support the daughter’s claim. The passage in 
question is, however, a clear interpolation. We may 
nevertheless examine here the arguments advanced in 
it. We find that. the champions of the daughter’s claim 
were mainly relying on the authority of two old 
verses. The first of these occurs in the Eigveda 3 . 
Unfortunately it is a very obscure stanza difficult to 
interpret with certainty. It appears to refer to an 
agreement by the father of an only daughter with his 
son-in-law to the effect that his first son will revert 
to the maternal grand father to continue his family. 

Jmm ** n 
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At any rate it does not refer to any right of 
inheritance of a daughter, who had brothers as well. 
The second authority relied upon by this school is a 
stanza, which it attributes to Manu 1 . This verse does 
not, however, occur in the present Manusmriti and 
it directly contradicts its doctrines enunciated else- 
where in the book. Further, it has to be pointed out 
that it does not at all support a daughter’s right to 
inherit along with sons. To argue that the term 
mithunanam in this verse governs the word putrdnam, 
the joint expression mithunanam putrdnam meaning 
children of both the sexes, is a procedure that can 
hardly be justified. The expression mithunanam 
refers to parents, and the author of the verse opines 
that parents should divide their estate equally among 
their sons, without assigning a special share to the 
first-born, as recommended by some early jurists. 

It therefore appears that if there was really a 
school of jurists in the 6th century b.c., which wanted 
to champion the cause of daughters’ inheritance, even 
when they had brothers, it could adduce no really 
authoritative texts in its support. The passage in the 
Nirukta, where this discussion occurs, is very proba- 
bly a later interpolation. It is therefore extremely 
doubtful whether any such school at all existed in 
early times. 

The general opinion of Hindu society was that 

sisters should get no share in the patrimony, if they 

had brothers. This is the opinion of the Dharma^astra 

«) 
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literature, and Kautilya concurs with it 1 . There is only 
one writer, who assigns a small share to the daughter 
along with sons. It is $ukra. $ukracharya, the famous 
teacher of the Asuras, loved his daughter Devayam 
dearer than his own life. It is therefore in the fitness 
of things that he should have been the only Smriti 
writer to assign a small share to the daughter, even 
when she had brothers 2 . 

$ukra lays down that if a person divides his 
property in his own life time, he should assign one 
share each to his wife and sons, half a share to his 
daughters, and one fourth a share to his daughter’s 
sons. If the division took place after his death, the 
sister was to get one eighth the share of the brothers. 
In actual practice the division, of property usually 
takes place after the death of the father ; so even 
under $ukra’s dispensation, the daugher got only a 
very small share in the patrimony. 

$ukra seems to be the only jurist, who has 
championed the cause of a daughter’s share in her 
patrimony, even if she were not brotherless. Vishnu 4 

1 W*T«TT*T !%TT I III, 6. 

2 §ukrasmriti as a whole is as late as about 1300 A.D., and 
it is not impossible that its scheme of inheritance which assigns 
the daughter a share equal to half that of the son, may be due 
to the influence of the Muslim law. 
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and Narada 1 also apparently seem to have recom- 
mended the same course; but their intention does not 
appear to have been to allow the daughter to take away 
her share after the marriage. Narada expressly de- 
clares that the daughter’s share in the patrimony was 
intended only for her maintenance till her marriage 2 . 

Though $ukra was in a hopeless minority, his 
scheme of inheritance appealed to some sections of 
the community. There is evidence to show that some 
fathers used to follow the principle recommended by 
$ukra and divide their property both among their 
sons and daughters. This was probably the case 
when the property was self -acquired. We actually 
come across such a case in a Mysore epigraph. An 
inscription, dated 1188 a.d., refers to a gentleman named 
Machi, partitioning his landed property both among 
his sons and daughters. The sons of the latter en- 
croached upon the lands of the sons' of the former; 
the epigraph refers to the settlement of the dispute 3 . 

Smritis and inscriptions, which attest to a daugh- 
ter being assigned a share in the patrimony, are ex- 
ceptions and not the rule. The general opinion of 
society was that women should get shares, directy or 
indirectly, in the property of their husbands and not 
in that of their fathers. Marriages had become 
obligatory for girls by c. 800 b. c., and so the cases of 
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spinsters remaining unprovided did not at all arise in 
society in the subsequent period. 

Since marriages had become obligatory for girls, 
it was naturally laid down that reasonable expenses in 
connection with them should be a charge on the family 
property. If a father died before his daughters had been 
wedj the sons were bound to spend reasonable amounts 
for their suitable marriages out of the family estate. 
What precise amount a brother ought to spend for 
his sister’s marriage could not obviously be laid down 
in the law books ; it used to vary with the status and 
circumstances of each family. A general rule, however, 
has been laid down that a brother should spend for his 
sister’s marriage an amount equal to a one fourth 
share 1 . The language used in this connection is rather 
vague, and is capable of the following three divergent 
interpretations. (1) Each brother should forswear 
one fourth the share he has received, and the amounts 
so pooled together should be equally divided among 
the sisters and spent for their marriages. In practice 
this principle was likely to lead to anomalies, if the 
sons and daughters in a family were not equal in 
number. Thus if there was only one sister and she had 
four or more brothers, her marriage portion was bound 
to be greater than the individual share of her brothers. 
If the above ratio of the brothers and sisters were 
reversed, the marriage share of a sisterwould have been 
very inadequate ; it would have been one sixteenth 
the share of the brother or even less. (2) A second 
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interpretation of the rule suggested that the property 
should be divided into as many shares as there are 
children, and daughters should be given one fourth of 
the share thus ascertained. This arrangement also 
is likely to produce anomalies similar to those men- 
tioned in "connection with the first interpretation. 
(3) A third school therefore has pointed out that the 
real intention of the jurists in laying down this rule is 
that the patrimony should be so divided that ulti- 
mately the resulting marriage share of each sister 
should be equal to one fourth the share of each 
brother. This interpretation is obviously the one 
intended by our jurists 1 . 

Hindu jurists, however, declare that their inten- 
tion is not so much to assign a one fourth share to the 
daughter, as to make adequate provision for her marri- 
age 2 . To get his sister married was the sacred duty of 
the brother, and if her one fourth shartf was insufficient 
for the purpose, the brother was required to spend 
an amount even equal to his own share 3 . Some 
jurists go to the extent of laying down that even if 
there were no family estate, the brother ought to meet 
the marriage expenses of his sister from his self 
acquired property 4 . If, on the other hand, the family 
property was extensive and the reasonable expenses 
of a suitable marriage did not amount to the legal one 

1 See SCV., pp. 625 ff; VMV., pp, 581 ff. 
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fourth share, the sister was not to take away with 
her the balance remaining unspent 1 . It will be thus 
seen that while anxious to make adequate provision 
for the marriage of a sister, Hindu jurists have dis- 
approved of the principle that she should inherit a 
share along with her brothers, and carry it away with 
her after the marriage. 

The reasons for this attitude are not difficult 
to understand. Marriage had become absolutely 
necessary for daughters. So there was no possibility 
of spinsters remaining unprovided. There was a 
general prejudice against the introduction of an out- 
sider among the land holders of a village since early 
times. This, however, was inevitable if the daughter, 
who was usually married to some outsider either in a 
near or a distant village, was allowed to claim a share. 
We must further remember that down to the middle 
of the 19th century, communications were difficult and 
dangerous, and it was not easy for a daughter or her 
husband to manage her landed property situated in a 
distant village. To give a share to the daughter in 
immoveable property was thus not a feasible proposi- 
tion. As far as the moveables were concerned, she 
used to get a fair share in them as presents at the time 
of her marriage, or as an heir to Stridhana estate. 
Hindu society therefore felt that the best way to pro- 
vide for women was to invest them with proprietary 
rights in their husbands’ and estates, not in their 
fathers’ property. 

1 TRWnf \ VMV., p. 582. 

grofaurfa* i scvl p. 625. 
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Circumstances have however now changed, and 
the law of inheritance requires some alterations with 
regard to the daughter. Marriage is no longer a 
necessary event in the life of every woman. A class 
of educated women is coming into existence who, 
either owing to the desire for social service or 
through the force of circumstances, do not get married. 
These ladies cannot obviously get any proprietary 
rights through the husband. The law, as it stands 
today, does not allow them any share in their fathers’ 
property as well. So they remain altogether unpro- 
vided for. As we have shown above (ante, p. 281), such 
women used to get a share in their patrimony in Yedic 
times. We should revive this right today. As these 
women lead single life, their family responsibilities 
would be naturally less than those of their married 
brothers. It is therefore but fair that their share in 
the patrimony should be smaller *than that of a 
married brother, who will have a family to provide 
for. It is therefore reasonable to suggest that the 
share of the unmarried sister should be half that of 
her married brother. 

Should a daughter, who gets married, also receive 
a share in her patrimony even when she has a 
brother ? In 1986 a bill was introduced in the 
Imperial Legislative Assembly, which inter alia sought 
to give the daughter the same share in the patrimony 
as the son. This clause, however, had to be with- 
drawn as the public opinion was not in its favour. 
It is easy to argue, as was actually done by some 
jurists in ancient India, that a daughter being as 
much a child of her parents as the son, should not 
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be deprived of a right conceded to her brother. 
A careful analysis of the whole situation will, how- 
ever, show that on the whole it will not be in the 
interest of society to grant this right to the daughter. 
In the first place she will find it difficult to excercise it. 
Division of the family property usually {akes place 
after the death of the father. A daughter, who has 
been married, say ten years before this event, will not 
be having a precise idea of the moveable property of her 
paternal family, as she will be spending most of this 
time in her new home. It may be that during this 
period her father’s family may have deteriorated 
financially, and as a consequence, sold away part of 
its ornaments to tide over the difficulties. As usually 
families keep such transactions secret, the daughter 
is not likely to know much about their precise nature 
or extent. If, as a consequence of these transactions, 
the moveable property brought forward at the time 
of the partition is less than what it was at the time 
of her marriage, the daughter would feel that her 
brothers have conspired to cheat her of her legitimate 
share. Their explanations may or may not satisfy 
her. On the other hand, it is very easy to conceal 
cash, jewellery and ornaments, and crafty brothers 
can easily defeat their sisters’ rights by producing 
only a part of them. There are very few families 
that keep their moveable property in the form of cash 
balances in banks. Misunderstanding and heartburning 
will therefore be difficult to avoid between brothers 
and sisters at the tiihe of partition. 

The allotment of a share in the immoveable pro- 
perty is also fraught with difficulties. Holdings of land 
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in India are already very small and uneconomic ; their 
size will be reduced to half, if the daughter receives 
a share in the patrimony equal to that of a son. This 
will be a national calamity. It may be argued that 
the rights of the weaker sex should not be sacrificed 
even for Avoiding a national economic calamity. 
There is a force in this argument. But we would point 
out that there are further difficulties in the way. 
The daughter after her marriage will usually go 
away to a different village or town to live with her 
husband. She will therefore be an absentee land-lord 
and will find it difficult to manage her property 
in a distant locality. Her actual income from her 
share will be considerably less than that of her 
brother’s share. 

It has further to be admitted that soon after her 
marriage, the centre of interest and affection of the 
daughter naturally shifts to her new home. She 
becomes more and more immersed in her own family 
and children, and has no opportunities as before, either 
of identifying herself with the interests of her parents’ 
family, or of controlling or even noticing its financial 
transactions. It would be unfair to saddle her with 
any liabilities which her parents’ family may have 
incurred as a consequence of certain steps taken after 
her marriage, about which she was not and could not 
be consulted. And this would be inevitable in prac- 
tice, if the married daughter is assigned a share in her 
patrimony. To suggest that the consent of the 
daughter should be previously obtained on such 
occasions is impracticable. Bor usually the members 
of a family do not like its transactions like sale or 
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mortgage of family property to be discussed by or 
communicated to even their near relations. 

The present situation, however, is very unfair to 
the woman. She has no share in her patrimony and 
her condition becomes pitiable, if her husband aban- 
dons her and contracts a second marriage 'or takes to 
vicious life. He can even escape his liability to give 
her a maintenance on the plea that she refuses to live 
with him. And what woman of self-respect will wel- 
come her husband’s home, if she is to be treated there 
merely as an unpaid and unwanted maid-servant ? 
The best waj r , however, to meet the situation is not to 
assign a share to the woman in her patrimony, but to 
improve and enlarge her economic rights in her new 
family, of which she becomes an important member, 
and with the interests of which she becomes absolutely 
identified. It should no longer become possible for a 
husband to institute a suit for the restitution of con- 
jugal rights, and escape his liability to maintain his wife 
on the plea that she refuses, to obey the decree of the 
court to live with him. If it is proved that the wife 
has to stay away from the husband for no fault of her 
own, she should become entitled to get, not merely a 
maintenance, but also a share equal to that of a son. 
It may be recalled that Yajnavalkya allows the wife 
a one third share in the husband’s property under 
such circumstances 1 . As marriages usually take place 
between families of approximately equal financial 
status, the share which the wife will receive in her 
husband’s property is‘not likely to be smaller than the 


1 
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one which she would have obtained as a daughter from 
her patrimony. 

If the present law is amended on the above lines, 
it will not become necessary to complicate matters 
by giving the daughter a right to a share in her patri- 
mony, which may be of doubtful benefit to her in 
actual practice, and which may also sometimes land 
her into financial liabilities, for which she may not be 
really responsible. Normally speaking, more than 90 
per cent, couples can pull on well with each other, and 
there would be no necessity in such cases for the wife to 
demand a separate share from her husband . Un- 
necessary fragmentations of holdings, which would 
become necessary if all daughters are given a right of 
inheritonce in their patrimony, will thus be avoided, 
In the few abnormal cases above referred to, where the 
•condition of women at present becomes pitiable on 
account of their having no share in "the patrimony, 
they would obtain the necessary relief by getting 
definite rights in their new families available even 
against the husband during the coverture. 

For several centuries the Hindu wife has been 
occupying a position of subordination to her hus- 
band on account of her illiteracy and want of general 
knowledge and experience. There is an unconscious 
tendency in the average husband, both in the east and 
in the west, to assume a slightly condescending air 
when any money is to be sanctioned for the normal or 
special needs of the wife. Educated wives naturally 
resent this tendency and feel that they should have 
an income of their own, which they should be able to 
spend at their own free will. The best way to avoid 
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this difficulty and consequent unpleasantness is not 
to grant a share in the patrimony, but to create a new 
variety of Stridhana from the husband’s income, 
which the wife should be at liberty to spend without his 
sanction. As a natural corollary of the principle that 
the husband and the wife are the joint owners of the 
family property, and as a recognition of the valuable 
unpaid work which the wife ungrudgingly does for 
the household, she should be entitled to receive a small 
percentage of the monthly income of the family as her 
own Stridhana, to be spent by her at her own sweet 
will, either for her own sake or for the sake of the family- 
An orientation in the development of Stridhana on 
this line will remove the difficulties of the modern 
sensitive wife. It will also render unnecessary the 
creation of the new right to a share in patrimony, 
which in practice will be difficult to excercise, and will 
lead to unnecessary and harmful fragmentations of 
land holdings. 

The above discussion will show that the following 
changes are necessary in the law of inheritance, as far 
as the daughter is concerned : — 

(1) The daughter should have the right to a 
share in her patrimony, equal to half that of her 
brother, if she remains unmarried. She should lose 
this share on her marriage. 

(2) She should have the right to demand that 
an amount from her patrimony, equal to one half 
the share of her brother, and not equal to only one 
fourth such share as laid down by Smritis, should 
be spent on her education and marriage. When 
Smritis were written, it was not necessary to incur 
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any expenditure for the education of the daughter. 
Now the situation has changed, and it has become 
quite essential for a daughter to be educated properly 
in order to get her suitably married and settled in 
life. 


Section 2 

Widow’s Right of Inheritance. 

The proprietary rights of the wife during the 
coverture have been already considered in the last 
chapter. We shall discuss now her rights during 
widowhood. Let us first take up the question of her 
right to inherit her husband’s proporty. 

We have already seen that there was a general 
prejudice in early times against allowing women to 
hold property. Even the wife, who was regarded as 
the husband’s co-owner in the family property, had 
only very limited rights as against her consort. It 
is then no wonder that for a long time widow’s right 
to inherit her husband’s property should have re- 
mained unrecognised. Yedic texts, which declare 
women to be incapable of inheriting any property 1 , are 
particularly aimed against the widow. Joint family 
of the patriarchal type was the order of the day ; 
males alone could be coparceners in it, women being 
allowed only a maintenance. In early times the 
custom of Niyoga was very common ; so widows 
without sons were very few. A vast majority of 

1 awfwswt wsrornffc* i T. s., vi , 5, 8, 2. 

HT: (few;) H II 

S. Br., IV, 4, 2, 18. 

dfu r fgH H gurre: vfwral i m. s., iv., 6, 4. 
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widows therefore used to get their husbands’ shares, 
if not directly as their heirs, at least indirectly as the 
guardians of their minor sons. Very often they used 
to marry, and so the question of giving them a share 
in their dead husbands’ property would not arise at 
all. The refusal to recognise the widow* as an heir 
to her husband was thus causing not much actual 
hardship in society. 

We therefore find that down to c. 300 b. c., the 
right of the widow to inherit her husband’s property 
was not recognised by any jurist. Vedic texts were 
definitely opposed to this right. Most of the Dharma- 
sutra writers adopt the same attitude. Baudha- 
yana expressly rejects the widow’s claim on the 
authority of the Vedic texts referred to in the last 
para. Apastamba lays down that in the absence 
of the son the property should devolve, not upon 
the widow, but upon the nearest male sapinda. If 
none such within seven degrees is in existence to claim 
the property, it should devolve upon the preceptor. 
If he also is dead, then it should be taken over bv a 
disciple of the deceased to be spent for charitable 
purposes 1 . This detailed scheme of Apastamba 
about the devolution of property nowhere mentions 
or provides for the widow. The same is the case with 
Manu. He lays down that the property of a sonless 
person will first devolve upon his father, then upon his 
brother, and finally upon a sapinda and a sakulya in 
accordance to his propinquity. When none of these is 
forthcoming, first a ‘preceptor, then a disciple, and 

1 w. s remffw r: nfaws: i i wuraf- 

i |%n *r i n, 14, 2-4- 
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finally the king should take it away 1 . Elsewhere 
he recognises the mother also as an heir 2 ; the widow 
is, however, nowhere mentioned as possessing any 
rights of inheritance. It is true that Kulluka, a 
15th century commentator, no doubt contends that 
in Manu snlriti IX, 185, though not expressly men- 
tioned, the widow is intended to be understood as 
an heir after the son 3 ; he is however obviously reading 
later ideas in the earlier text. There can be no doubt 
that Medhatithi, the 9th century commentator of 
Manu, is correct when he maintains that Manu has not 
recognised the widow as an heir at all 4 . 

At about the beginning of the Christian era, both 
the Niyoga and the widow remarriage fell into dis- 
repute as shown in Chapter V (ante, p. 174; p. 179). 
It was deemed to be more honorable for a widow to 
spend her remaining life in penances of religion than in 
pleasures of the family life. Leaders of society began 
to feel that if the widow was not to marry or get a 

1 fam frw wr ^ ^ u 

STCT 3*4 HfvH: ttlMMIti: fa®* ^ 51 II X, 185, 187 

2 OTrercr i IX > 21 ?- 

3 * wft * faciT: gsrr fq§ : i 

fqar foro to g* * u 

While commenting upon this verse Kulluka says: — 

qr fan src i 

It will be noticed that there is nothing in the verse to 
justify the words I 

4 Medhatithi’s commentary on this imporant verse is lost; 
wo know of his views only from Kulluka’e reference to them; cf ; — 

n^r«nf?rf«rn qdftd m sm Tfa* Orfaj^f i qnfarffer. 

I sffarfa HHT II 

On Manu, IX, 187. 
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son by Niyoga, she ought to be assigned a definite share 
in the family property. Early Dharmasutra writers, 
however, were inclined to assign only a maintenance to 
the widow. This is the case with Kautilya also, who 
makes the widow’s maintenance a charge upon the hus- 
band’s estate, when it was resumed by the state 1 . 

It was, however, being felt that this was not a 
satisfactory arrangement. Jurists gradually began to 
come forward to plead for a better recognition of the 
widow’s claim. Gautama put forth a modest pro- 
posal that the widow should be regarded at least as 
a coheir with other sapindas 2 . In course of time 
the opinion in favour of the recognition of the widow’s 
right began to grow stronger. Why should she get only 
a portion of the husband’s estate, and not the whole 
of it ? It was felt that she ought to be the sole heir 
and not a coheir. This view has been for the first time 
advocated by 'Vishnu at about the beginning of the 
Christian era. He definitely lays down that the 
widow shall inherit the whole estate on the failure 
of sons 3 . About a couple of centuries later Yajna- 
valkya joined Vishnu in championing the widow’s 

2 \ If we read here 

WTTCW T (in stead of as is done in the Anand- 

asrama edition of the work, the widow will be an alternative heir, 
and not a coheir. 

3 'TFzrfwfa- \ i xvii, 43. 

In his Purva Mwinasa, VII, 6, 14, Jaimini recognises the right 
of the wife to hold property. He is, however, probably referring to 
wives with husbands lining, who alone were eligible to perform 
sacrifices according to him. It does not seem that Jaimini was 
inclined to recognise the widow as an heir to her husband. 
Vishnusmriti would therefore be the first work to recognise this 
right, as stated in the text above. 
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right ; it is his verses which were mainly relied upon 
by British courts, when they recognised the right 
of inheritance of the widow on the failure of sons 1 . 
It may be pointed out that the Upanishadic sage 
Yajnavalkya had divided all his property between his 
two wives, when he had renounced the world. It would 
therefore appear that the Yajnavalkya school was 
since early days more favourably inclined to recognise 
women’s rights than was the case with other jurists. 

The proposal of Vishnu and Yajnavalkya to re- 
cognise the widow as an heir was a sensational one. 
It affected the vested interests of male coparcemers 
and therefore immediately provoked considerable and 
determined opposition. During the period 400-1000 
a. d. jurists were divided into two schools, the orthodox 
one, which was not prepared to recognise the widow as 
an heir and the reformist one, which was bent upon 
agitating for the popularisation of its new reform. 

Narada, Katyayana and king Bhoja of Malava 
(c. 1015- to c. 1055 a. d.) were the chief advocates of 
the orthodox view. Narada lays down that if a man 
dies without any issue or heirs, his property should 
ultimately escheat to the king, who was to provide 
only a maintenance to the widow 2 . It is clear that 
Narada did not mind property escheating to the crown ; 
he would not, however, allow it to be inherited by the 

1 faurt s mmm I 

fqfsr: II II, 185-6. 

2 warn TT3TT WTTUm: I 

sfaR TOifar snt: I XIII, 52. 
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widow. Katyayana apparently held an identical 
view 1 . Bhoja would allow the widow to be an heir 
only if she submitted to Niyoga. This virtually 
amounted to denying her the right of inheritance, 
for Niyoga had become very obnoxious since 
500 a. d., and no woman would have agreed to be a 
party to it. And even if she had consented, her 
ownership would have been a short-lived one , 
it would have terminated with the birth of the 
expected son. 

There were several thinkers who recognised this 
state of affairs as unsatisfactory, but had not the 
necessary courage to recommend that the widow should 
be recognised as a full heir. They proposed half way 
measures. Some of them recommended that the wife 
should be allowed to inherit property worth about 
2,000 or 8,000, in addition to any Stridhana that may 

4 

1 ststHw ttspttTh i 

Quoted by Vijnane^vara at Yaj II, 136. 

Katyayana and Brihaspati exist only in quotations and we- 
often come across verses attributing contradictory views to them. 
Thus Vijnane^vara at the above place also attributes the following, 
verse to Katyayana, which clearly supports the widow's right : — 

qrfft m w<6MftMino»n I 

§ ffjTcTT IRPTST II 

Similarly Devanabhatta ascribes a verse to Brihaspati, which 
concedes only a partial rjght of inheritance to the widow. See 
below p. 306 n. 2. It would appear that these books were not 
very carefully preserved and interpolations were often made in 
them by interested parties to support their own views. 
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have been given to her by her husband 1 . Others 
thought that she should be permitted to inherit the 
moveables only 2 . A third view was that the widow, 
may be a deferred hair ; she shonld be allowed to in- 
herit on the failure of brothers -in-1 aw, if her parents-in- 
law had no*objction to the property devolving on her 3 . 

The school of reformers, however, was not pre- 
pared to accept any such compromises. It insisted 
that the widows’s right to inherit the full share should 
be recognised. It based its case on logic and reason. 
Brihaspati pointed out that the Vedas, the Smritis 
and sages of antiquity have unanimously declared that 
the husband and the wife are the joint owners of 
family property and together constitute one legal 
personality. A man therefore cannot be said to be 
completely dead as long as his wife is alive. How. then 
can property pass on to another in the life time of 

1 5T5: fom TO 5*1 

tTSrr «R 5T II 

VySsa in Apararka, p. 752. 

Silver Pana, roughly equal to a six anna piece, is the coin 
referred to in the verse. Its purchasing power at that time was 
equal to that of Rs. 2 today. Property worth 2,000 would be thus 
equal to property worth about Rs. 10,000 today. 

Mahabharata, XIII, 82, 24 puts the limit at 3,000. 

cfSFsrnn w 

Brihaspati in 8CV p. 667. 

This text of Brihaspati is opposed to a number of other verses 
attributed to him, and may be of doubtiul authority. 

3 mqldm 5535m wqmfa sttot i arsnft fasf! 

5T I Sankha in MU. on Yaj., II, 186. 

20 [W.H.O.] 
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the widow 1 ? Vriddhamanu points out that the widow 
can offer funeral obtations to her husband, and so she 
should be allowed to inherit his property 2 . To re- 
move any doubt in the matter, Prajapati lays down 
that the widow has a natural right to inherit all 
her husband’s property, including moveables, immo- 
veables, bullion, ornaments, stores, etc. Her right 
is not in the least affected even if her elderly relations, 
male or female, are alive. She will of course show 
them proper reverence, but hold the property in her 
own possession. If any male relation obstructs her 
peaceful enjoyment of the estate, it is the bounden 
duty of the king to punish him as a thief 3 . 

It is perhaps Jimutavahana, who argues the 
widow’s case in the most masterly fashion. ‘ There 

1 otrtu snIncfn n ffrfxmf gw glrfa: i 

nr jftirdrT nr? nr nWw i 
sitaRtfSRft N NRNR: RHP N M T rl II 

Quoted in Dayabhaga, Section XI. 

2 WJNT 5TNN NN: NTRRft NfaNcTT I 

NNNN $cRH5T N II 

Quoted in Mit. on Ydj. II, 135-6. 

3 RTNT 3RN f R NTRRWR I 

WTNTN NTNN5BT3 II 

^RTRyrfRT ^NTNTfNNfRNT II 
NRtfPST NT5T0TT NT N NRT: NfRfNN: I 
fjTRNNTfN NH TTNT 5TfN^ II 

Quoted in Parasaramadhava, Vol. Ill, p. 586. 

These verses have been attributed to Brihaspati in the 
Ddyabhaga, Section XI. 
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is no authority to hold that the ownership in the 
husband’s property, which the wife acquires at. the 
marriage, terminates with the husband’s death. How 
then can it be argued that the wife’s right is destroy- 
ed the moment she is widowed ? Nor can it be main- 
tained that she is to utilise just as much of the in- 
come as may be necessary for her bare maintenance. 
Vishnu says that the property of a person dying 
without sons will first devolve upon the widow, and 
then upon the daughter, parents, etc. Now it is 
admitted that in the above text the term property 
denotes the whole income of the estate, when construed 
with all other heirs like the daughter, the brother, 
parents, etc. How then can it have a restricted 
meaning when it is construed with the widow alone 1 ? 

We have seen already how there were early texts, 
which did not recognise the widow as an heir and 
allowed her only a maintenance. The new school 
cleverly explained them away as referring to concu- 
bines or unchaste wives. The chaste widow, it was 
argued, could never be deprived of her inherent 
right to inherit the entire property of the husband 2 . 
Now there can be no doubt that this interpretation, 

1 *rq«3R qcfiTT: **Tfa?* W 

snrmTmarrcT g* atfavrKTiwftq i i 

wriwiQtM'utf Qtwrawf w rnmwqr- 

I Dayabhclga, Section XI. 

2 3 sfrR TOT?* zftf ?Tf55ft- 

faf. rr^^<Tc^r^*T I Kulluka on Manu, IX, 186." 

’reft ?TR*: 'rTcFSfioTt 3foR TOT?’ q^- 

TOWTORJ I VMV., Sapratibandhadaya section. 
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though ingenious, is altogether unjustifiable ; earlier 
writesrs did undoubtedly intend to exclude from inheri- 
tance not only concubines and unchaste wives, but also 
chaste widows. Later champions of women’s rights 
could not follow the straightforward course of re- 
fusing to accept the opinions of their predecessors ; they 
had to devise some means, whereby they could explain 
away the earlier contrary texts without showing any 
disrespect to their writers. Reform in Hindu social cus- 
toms and institutions has usually taken this peculiar 
course owipg to the great conservatism of the race. 

Let us resume our subject. The new school 
maintained that the widow’s right of inheritance 
was an inherent one. The only circumstance that 
could defeat it was unchastity. When we note the 
ideas current on the subject at that time, this 
condition would not appear to be an unexpected 
one. The modem law on this point is very peculiar. 
It allows an inheritance to devolve upon a widow, only 
if she is chaste at the time of its opening. Her subse- 
quent unchastity, however, does not devest the estate. 

In spite of the able advocacy of the cause of the 
widow by the reform school, it took several centuries 
for her right to be recognised throughout India. The 
Deccan was more advanced in this respect than nor- 
thern India. A writer of the 6th century b. c. observes 
that it is customary for the southerners to recognise 
the proprietary rights of women k Among the cham- 
pions of widows’ rights the provenance of Brihaspati, 
Vyasa and Prajapati is not known, but Yajnavalkya 


1 Nirukta, III, 5. 
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was a southerner, and his commentator Vijnanesvara 
hailed from the Deccan, as he was a court poet of 
the Chalukya emperor Vikramaditya VI. That the 
widow’s right of inheritance, so enthusiastically ad- 
vocated in the Mitakshara, was actually recognised in 
contemporary Deccan can be proved from epigraphical 
evidence. A 12th century inscription from Kamatak, 
while describing the scheme of devolution of property 
current in a certain village, mentions the widow 
as the heir immediately after the son ( E . I., V, p. 28). 
An inscription from Tanjore district, belonging to the 
same century, declares that a lawfully wedded wife 
inherits the whole property of the husband, includ- 
ing land, cattle, slaves, jewels and other valuables 
(S. I. E. K, for 1919, pp. 97-8). 

The widow’s right of inheritance came into re- 
cognition in northern India somewhat later. In the 
days of Kalidasa ( c . 400 a. i>.), if a person died without 
leaving a son, his property used to escheat to the king, 
who had to provide merely a maintenance to the 
widow. This is quite clear from the ^akuntala 
episode of the merchant dying in the shipwreck, whose 
property was proposed to be immediately resumed by 
the zealous ministers of king Dushyanta. In Gujarat 
the widow’s right of inheritance was not recognised 
down to c. 1200 a. d. King Kumarapala of that 
province (1144-1178) admits frankly that his subjects 
were justified in their impression that their king al- 
ways desired his rich subjects to die issueless, so that 
he may resume their property 1 . A poet of his court 
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tells us that it was this king who showed a magnani- 
mity of mind, shown not even by kings bom in the 
golden age like Raghu and Nahusha, and voluntarily 
forswore his right to the property of the ‘ weeping 
widow.’ 1 It would be thus seen that this reform met 
with considerable opposition from the governments 
of the day, because it adversely affected their revenues. 
As a partial compensation, some of them introduced 
a death duty on the property of persons dying 
without sons (Graham, Kolhapoor , p. 383). 

Most of the digest writers, who wrote subse- 
quent to c. 1200 a. d., have recognised the widow’s 
right of inheritance. We may therefore conclude 
that by c. 1300 a. d., the right had come to be sanc- 
tioned throughout the whole country. 

The Dayabhaga school of Bengal liberalised the 
law still further in favour of the widow. The Mita- 
kshara school recognised the widow’s right of inheri- 
tance, only if her husband had separated from the joint 
family before his death 2 . An examination of the con- 
text of the verse in which Yajnavalkya mentions 
widow as the next heir, makes it clear that, he intended 
to recognise her right, only if her husband was not a 
member of the joint family at the time of his death. 
This conclusion becomes further irresistible from v. 
138, where Yajnavalkya lays down that when 
members of a family have reunited after separation. 




Kumarapalapratibodha, p. 48. 
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the surviving male coparceners will succeed the de- 
ceased, and not his wife 1 . Vijnanesvara is therefore 
correct in holding that according to Yajnavalkya 
only the widow of a separated coparcener can become 
an heir to her husband. Of course he could have 
liberalised the law still further by drawing further 
deductions from the text of Brihaspati, which de- 
clares that none can touch the property of a person 
as long as his wife is alive. He could have argued 
that whether the deceased was a member of the joint 
family or not, was an immaterial question. As long 
as the wife was alive, the husband ought to be regarded 
as living ; the inheritance will not open at all till the 
death ©f the wife. She must be therefore allowed 
to enjoy the property of her husband irrespective of 
the consideration, whether he had separated from 
the family or not before his death. 

Vijnanesvara, however, was not prepared to take 
this step. He had included inherited property under 
Stridhana, and he was probably reluctant to sanc- 
tion a scheme of succession, wherewider extensive 
property would have automatically and very frequently 
passed out of the family to female Stridhana heirs. He 
probably felt that if a coparcener effected a separation 
from the joint family, its members should have no 
grievance if his separated share passed as Stridhana to 
his daughter. If, however, no separation had been 
effected, and the share of an undivided coparcener 
were still allowed to devolve on his wife, it 
would have passed out of the family with an alarm- 

1 tfqfereg stars* § star: u u, 181. 
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ing frequency, since unlike the Dayabhaga school, 
the Mitakshara school had declared this share as the 
Stridhana of the wife. Most of the medieval jurists 
agree with the Mitakshara and recognise the widow’s 
right of inheritance only when her husband was not a 
member of the joint family at the time of his death. 

To Jimutavahana, the founder of the Dayabhaga 
school, belongs the credit of liberalising the law still 
further in favour of the widow. We have seen above 
( ante, p. 268) that he would not include inherited 
property Under Stridhana. This was so, because he 
wanted to disarm social opposition to his revolutionary 
proposal to make the widow an heir to her husband, 
even when he was a member of the joint family at 
the time of his death. While anxious that every 
widow should inherit her husband’s share in 
the joint family property, he wanted to prevent it 
from going outside the family to Stridhana heirs. 
He therefore did not include it under her Stridhana. 

The Dayabhaga law undoubtedly marks a fur- 
ther step in the expansion of the widow’s rights. It 
lays down that the widow can get her husband’s share 
in the family property, even if he happened to be a 
member of the joint family at the time of his death. 
Jimutavahana relies upon a text of Biihaspati, which 
is silent about separation and declares that the pro- 
perty of a person can devolve upon his brother, only 
when he dies without leaving a son or a widow behind 1 . 
He further points out that even when brothers are 

1 h*t sr*%T | 

•f erer hut: i 
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living as members of a joint family, according to his 
conception of this institution, each one has got his 
own share clearly determined, though not specifically 
separated by metes and bounds ; it is then but fair 
that it should be earmarked for his wife 1 . There is 

t b 

further nothing to prove that the wife’s co-ownership 
in the husband’s property, that arises at the marriage, 
automatically terminates at his death, if it happens 
while the family is still joint 2 . It is therefore but fair 
that she should be allowed to inherit her husband’s 
share irrespective of the consideration as to whether 
he had separated from the joint family or not. 

If the texts, on which Jimutavahana had relied, 
had been utilised to their fullest capacity, they would 
have easily enabled him to declare that the estate which 
the widow inherits is an absolute and not a limited one. 
The widow is the living half of the husband, says Bri- 
haspati;, and therefore no one can get the right to 
inherit the deceasd’s property as long as she is alive. 
Now Jimutavahana could have easily argued that the 
powers of the surviving half (the widow) cannot be 
less than those of the expired half (the husband), and so 
the widow’s estate would be as absolute as that of 
her husband, she having the power of sale, mortgage 
or gift. He however did not take this step, but 
maintained that the widow had only a life estate in 
her inheritance. She could utilise its full income in 
any way she liked, but she could not touch its corpus. 

scarab *§a»ni5|*i Ibid. 
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To understand Jimutavahana’s reluctance to 
grant to the widow a full estate in her inheritance, we 
shall have to discuss the history of the question. The 
early jurists, like Vishnu and Yajnavalkya, who have 
-recognised the widow as an heir, have nowhere used any 
expressions to show that they regarded her as a limited 
heir. It is therefore possible to argue that they intended 
to invest her with the same full powers which they 
granted to other heirs like the son, the father or the 
brother, whom they have mentioned along with her. 
In the long discussion of the subject in the Mita- 
kshara, Vijnanesvara also nowhere states or hints that 
the widow was a limited heir, having no right to dispose 
of the corpus of the property. In the concluding 
sentence of his discussion he states, ‘ Therefore the 
chaste and regularly married wife of a person, who 
has died without leaving behind any sons, and who had 
separated from' the jonint family and not reunited 
with it, inherits his entire property 1 . He lias intro- 
duced here several qualifying adjectives, very care- 
fully chosen ; but there is none to suggest that he 
regarded the widow’s estate as a limited one. 

A number of other jurists, however, declare de- 
finitely that the widow is a limited heir. An autho- 
rity quoted by the Mahabharata states that the widow 
can only utilise the income of the property she has 
inherited ; she can under no circumstances dispose of 
it 2 . Katyayana states that the inheritance will revert 

1 (WMWy i fq iftofcTT Ht 

U^Tf?T I At Yaj., II, 186. 
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to reversioners after the death of the widow, she 
having no power to dispose of it 1 . Brihaspati, we 
have seen, was a fervent champion of the widow’s 
rights, but even he expressly declares that her powers 
over her inheritance are limited; she cannot sell, 
mortgage or gift it away. He, however, permits a 
gift for religious purposes, which presumably was to 
be of a small portion only 2 . Narada declines to 
concede full powers to the wife even over her Strldhana, 
if it comprised of any immoveable property. The 
wise have declared, says this sage, that transactions of 
landed property like sale, mortgage or gift, if made 
by women, are automatically invalid 3 . 

To conclude, we find that even some of the 
warmest champions of the widow’s right of inheritance 
like Brihaspati definitely declare her to be a limited 
heir, while others like Yajfxavalkya and Vishnu are 
merely silent on the point. No one 'specifically in- 
vests her with the power to dispose of the immove- 
able property in her inheritance, gifts for religious 
purposes being the only exception. It is therefore 
clear that down to the 12th century, the widow was 

1 *5*1 5UR i 

>9 

Quoted in SCV., p. 677. 

2 **5T W** J«<Trfa«FT I 

*r**3ft* i «re r **Hfa* * n 

ft* *** II Quoted at Ibid. 

3 **f sfft* ft** *ft**j*sf* I 

*T ** W ll 
*T*ft*Tf**M*mt i 

f*?t**f n 1,26-27. 



316 INHERITANCE AND PARTITION [CH. 

intended to be given only a limited power over her 
inheritance. Society was, as shown already, very 
reluctant to recognise the widow as even a limited heir ; 
it would have summarily rejected the case of her cham- 
pions, if they had suggested that she should be invested 
with absolute powers over her inheritance. 

Late medieval period, c. 1200-1800 a. d., was 
the most conservative one in the history of 
Hindu customs and institutions. It, however, can 
claim the credit of attempting to extend the widow’s 
powers ' over her estate in one direction. We have 
seen above how down to c. 1200 a. d., jurists were un- 
willing to concede to the widow the right to alienate 
her estate. Writers of legal digests after that date are 
seen to encourage the tendency to recognise this right 
under certain circumstances. There was a text of 
Brihaspati which, as pointed out already, permitted 
the widow to gift away a portion of her property for 
religious and spiritual purposes 1 . Medieval writers 
like Devanabhatta and Nllakantha particularly em- 
phasise on this right. The former states that when 
sale or mortgage of the immoveable property was pro- 
hibited to the widow, what was meant was that she 
should not gift it away in one form or another to per- 
sons of questionable character like singers, dancers 
and actors 2 . The latter maintains that women have 
inherent powers to make gifts for spiritual purposes 3 . 

1 See ante, p. 815 n. 2. 

Pp. 667-7. 
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Neither Devanabhatta nor Nilakantha however 
states whether the consent of the next reversioners 
was necessary for validating such a transaction. 
The language which they have used would suggest 
that if the gift was a bona fide one for religious pur- 
poses, the widow could give it herself without the 
consent of the reversioners. The actual practice 
seems to have varied considerably. We have no re- 
corded cases for northern India, but south ^Indian in- 
scriptions of the medieval period show that the silence 
of the authorities was interpreted differently by 
different persons and localities. 

There was one view that the express permission 
of the reversioners was an essential pre-requisite for 
such a transaction. It would be therefore better if 
the gift purported to be made jointly by the widow 
and the reversioners. Some inscriptions from south 
India show that this opinion was actetk upon in prac- 
tice on several occasions. Thus a 10th century 
epigraph from Mysore records a gift of land given 
by a widow and her brother-in-law (. E.C . , XI, Holkere 
No. 33). The brother-in-law is obviously introduced 
here to show that the transaction had the full 
consent of the next reversioner. The widow alone 
could not have sold the property. A 12th century 
inscription from the same state records the 
donation given by a widow to a temple along 
with her brother-in-law and ^rivaishnavas. Here it 
is clear that the consent of not only the next rever- 
sioner but of the whole caste waS deemed necessary 
to validate the transaction (Ibid, X, No. 100 A). 
A 13th century inscription from Madura district 
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narrates how two childless widows wanted to give a 
garden to a temple, how their relations would not 

sanction the transaction, and how eventually they 
could achieve their object only by securing the per- 
mission of some other reversioners ( S . I. E. R., 1916, 
No. 401). It is quite clear from the above cases that 
the widow’s estate was regarded as a limited one. 
The permission of the next reversioner, if not of the 
whole caste, was necessary to enable her to gift it even 
for a religious purpose. 

Th^re are, however, other records equally numer- 
ous and hailing from the same part of the country, 
which record sales or gifts of landed property by 
widows made for religious purposes, but which are silent 
about any permission of the reversioners. A 12th 
century inscription from Trichinopoly district re- 
cords the gift of a piece of land by a Brahmana widow 
made in favour of a temple ; a 13th century inscrip- 
tion from Kolar district refers to a sale by a widow 
of her own share in her landed property ; a 15th 
century record mentions a Brahmana widow build- 
ing a temple and giving to it a gift of land for the spi- 
ritual benefit of herself and her husband ; a 17th cen- 
tury inscription describes how a Brahmana lady gifted 
away a whole village to a temple 1 . In none of these 
records it is anywhere mentioned or suggested that 
any of the widows had obtained the consent or per- 
mission of any reversioner for disposing her 
landed property. Had any such permission been 
received, it would have been surely mentioned, as was 

1 I.M.P. III, p. 1544; E.C., X, Kolar No. 108; I.M.P., t 
p. 56; E.C., XI, Holkere No. 80. 
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done by the persons who drew up the’ documents re- 
ferred to in the last para. It is to be noted that these 
epigraphs were lithic deeds of title, intended to last 
for centuries ; it is natural to presume that they would 
have carefully mentioned all relevant circumstances 
that would have been necessary to prove that the 
transactions recorded were valid ones, and the donees 
had acquired full and unquestioned titles. 

The epigraphic evidence then shows that the 
custom differed with different castes and different 
localities in south India. Some sections of society 
felt that the permission of the reversioners was neces- 
sary to validate even a religious gift ; others thought 
that it might be dispensed with. When we note that 
our jurists all belonged to the priestly class, it need 
not be wondered that their general tendency should 
have been to give the widow an unrestricted power 
in the matter. 

While pleading for an unrestricted power to the 
widow to make gifts for religious purposes, Mitramisra, 
a 17th century jurist of the United Provinces, uses 
some expressions, suggesting that he was half inclined 
to sanction bona fide sales or gifts made even for non- 
religious purposes. ‘ To those who contend ’ says 
he, ‘that women have no right to sell or gift away 
their husbands’ inheritance, we ask ; do you mean to 
maintain that even if the gift or sale in question has 
already become an accomplished fact, it would become 
invalid merely because it was made by a woman ? 
This is unfair. . . .Texts prohibiting sales etc. refer to 
the disposal of landed property made to vicious 
persons with the malicious purpose of defeating the 
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rights of coparceners. They do not invalidate gifts 
etc. properly made. Ownership gives the right of dis- 
posal as much over the immoveables as over the move- 
ables, and an accomplished transaction cannot be un- 
settled even by a hundred sacred texts 1 . This principle 
would have undoubtedly invested the widow with full 
rights of disposal even over immoveable property. 
But Mitramisra not only does not draw its natural 
corollary, but proceeds immediately to circumscribe 
its application. For he concludes his discussion with 
the observation, ‘ It therefore follows that a widow 
can dispose of her immoveable property either for 
making a religious gift or for maintaining herself or 
for other proved necessities; 2 ’ he does not add ‘ or 
for any other purpose she may like.’ In spite of his 
liberal principles Mitramisra was thus prepared to 
invest the widow just with those powers, which have 
been recognised in modem courts. It is clear that 
society was not yet prepared to grant the widow an 
unrestricted power over her immoveable inheritance. 
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Should we now change the law and invest the 
widow with full powers over the immoveable property 
inherited by her ? This is a question on which opinion 
is divided at present. Dr. Deshmukh’s bill, intro- 
duced in 1986 in the Imperial Assembly, sought to 
invest the widow with this power, but the effort failed. 
The educated woman naturally feels it an insult that 
she should not have a power over her inheritance, 
which is conceded to the most illiterate and inexperien- 
ced villager. We must, however, note that even at 
present the widow can sell or mortgage her property for 
genuine necessities. The disability is that her powers 
in this connection are not unrestricted. This is of 
course a disability from one point of view, but also a 
protection from another. In the Punjab and Pales- 
tine, for instance, male peasants had unrestricted 
powers of alienation ; the result was that many of 
them sold away their valuable lands *and eventually 
became paupers, as they could not properly utilise or 
invest the sale proceeds. Eventually the govern- 
ments of these provinces had to restrict these powers 
in the interests of the peasants themselves. We should 
not forget that 95 percent, widows are still uneducated, 
inexperienced and altogether innocent of the pro- 
visions of law. If they are given the right to dispose 
of their landed property, many of them will be induced 
by interested parties to enter into unwise transac- 
tions. The money realised from sale will not last long, 
and the majority of widows disposing of their property 
will eventually find that the v f have lost both 
the lands and their sale proceeds. Their condition 
will then become very pitiable. In the present circum- 
21 [ w.h.o. ] 
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stances, therefore, it is notin the interests of the widows 
as a class that they should have unrestricted power 
of alienation. A beginning, however, should be made 
by giving it to those widows, who possess certain 
minimum educational qualifications. This of course 
will often adversely affect the prospective rights of 
reversioners, but they have been already annihilated 
by the ruling of the Privy Council, which has given 
the widow in many parts of the country an unrestricted 
power of adoption. If coparceners cultivate friendly 
and cordial relations with the widow, there is no 
reason why she should wantonly defeat their 
expectations. She would then take as much 
interest in her husband’s family as her coparceners, 
and would not normally stand in the way of its con- 
tinued prosperity after her death by selling or willing 
away her share. 

Till 1937 ft was only in Bengal where the Daya- 
bhaga law prevailed, that the widow could inhereit her 
husband’s property, even if he had died as a member of 
the joint family. Outside Bengal, she was recognised as 
an heir, only if her husband had effected a separation 
from the joint family before his death. This was the 
law as it was laid down in the Mitakshara and enforced 
in modern courts. The latter, however, were anxious 
to help the widow as much as they could, and sought 
to facilitate matters in her favour by decreeing that a 
person should be regarded as being separated from 
the joint family, not only when he had actually severed 
his connection,- but °also when he had merely commu- 
nicated his intention of doing so to his other copar- 
ceners. This used to enable many persons, who did 
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not share the traditional regard for the sanctity of the 
joint family, to secure the devolution of their shares 
upon their wives. Those wives, however, who did 
not advise their husbands to take this rather unplea- 
sant step, got as a reward for their regard for the 
joint family , 1 the misfortune of losing their right of in- 
heritance to their husbands. This was undoubtedly 
an undesirable and anomalous state of affairs. The 
Hindu Women’s Right to Property Act of 1937 extends 
the Dayabhaga principle to the whole of British India, 
and invests the widow with the right to inherit her 
husband’s share in the family property, irrespective 
of the consideration as to whether he had effected 
a separation from the joint family or not. This is 
a step in the right direction and will be adopted by 
Indian states also in the near future. 

Section 3 

Other Female Heirs. 

We have considered so far the right of inheri- 
tance of the daughter, the wife and the widow. The 
cases of remaining female heirs need not be considered 
in detail in the present work. Only some words will 
be necessary about a few of them. 

The right of the mother to inherit the property 
of her son was recognised fairly early. Manu, who 
does not recognise the widow as an heir, concedes to 
the mother the right to inherit the property of a son 
dying without any issues (IX, 217). All the jurists 
concur with Manu in this matter. Some of them do 
not even allow sons to partition family property as 
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long as the mother is alive. In practice the widowed 
mother was regarded as the sole controller of the estate, 
though the sons were its legal heirs and owners. Hindu 
culture held the mother in very high reverence ; so 
her right of inheritance came to be recognised much 
earlier than that of the wife or the wido\tf. In every 
day life, however, occasions were very few when pro- 
perty passed to a mother as the next heir of an issue- 
less son. The recognition of this right did not there- 
fore give rise to many exceptions to the general view 
of early times that women should not be recognised as 
heirs. The grandmother’s claim to inherit her grand- 
son’s property was also recognised very early for 
reasons similar to those which operated in favour of 
the mother. In actual practice, however, not even 
one grand-mother in a million could have got an op- 
portunity of being benefited by this concession. 
For she was a fairly distant heir and came only after 
the parents and brothers of the deceased. The recog- 
nition of the widow, on the other hand, as the next 
heir to an issueless husband was a revolutionary step, 
as it was sure to give rise to a large number of female 
heirs in actual practice. A long time therefore had to 
elapse before it could be taken. 

We have seen above that the Deccan was the 
pioneer in recognising women’s rights of inheritance. 
She continues her lead even today, for the Bombay 
school recognises a larger number of female heirs 
than any other school of Hindu Law. It is the only 
school which gives *the right of inheritance to the 
widows of the agnates (Gotraja Sapindas). It is 
interesting to note that even the Mitakshara does 
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not support their claim to inheritance 1 . In Bombay 
Presidency, however, the right of the widows of agnates 
was recognised, mainly because local enquiry showed 
that it was actually conceded in practice. The courts 
were also influenced to some extent by a wron£ 
translation of a passage in Manusmrili by Sir William 
Jones. He had translated the line in question as 
‘ To the nearest Sapinda, male or female, the in- 
heritance next belongs.’ The italicised words are not 
in the original at all 2 ; Sir William Jones had added 
them on the authority of Kulluka, who has explained 
the term Sapiiida as pitman strl va, ‘either male or 
female’. It will be seen from this incidence how 
adventitious circumstances connected with early 
translations have in some cases considerably affected 
the development of Hindu Law in modem times 3 . 

The sister has been placed much higher in the 
line of succession in the Bombay school than any- 
where else. • She comes immediately after the grand- 
mother, mainly on account of an ingenious argument 
advanced in the Mayukha 4 . It is clear that 
Nllakantha is here trying to justify a known usage 
with the help of some specious arguments. 

Among the heirs of the descending order, Hindu 
jurists have been the hardest on the widowed daughter- 

1 The Mitakshara does not at all mention the paternal uncle’s 
wife jor her daughter-in-law as an heir. Neither Devanabhatta nor 
Mitramisra recognises Gotraja Sapinda widows as heirs. SCF ., 
P, 694 ; VMV., p. 671. 

2 Cf fri MHUraWM NW I IX, 187. 

3 7 Indian Appeals, pp. 212-289. 
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in-law. Only one among them, Nanda Pagdita (c. 
1576 a.d.), recognises her as an heir 1 . The rest found 
it difficult to grant her any relief. The reasons are 
easy to understand. The Mitakshara recognised the 
widow as an heir only when her husband had already 
separated from the joint family. It was* regarded as 
highly indecorous for a son to separate from his father 
or grandfather; so there were hardly any widowed 
daughters-in-law in society who could claim a share 
under the Mitakshara scheme of succession. Under 
the Dayabhaga law, the separation of her husband 
from the family was no doubt not necessary for a 
widow to get a share ; there was, however, another 
fatal difficulty in the way of the widow of the pre- 
deceased son. Under the Dayabhaga scheme, the son 
could get no right in the family property till after the 
death of the father; the widowed daughter-in-law 
could claim no* share in the family property, because 
her husband himself was entitled to none at the time 
of his death. Thus both the Mitakshara and the 
Dayabhaga shools could extend no relief to the widow 
of a predeceased son. The British courts followed 
faithfully the medieval authorities on this point, and 
were therefore unable to liberalise the law in her 
favour. The situation has changed in 1937 with the 
passing of Hindu Women's Right to Property Act ; 
now the widow of a predeceased son can get a life 

1 Cf : — WJRTOt: WJJRW ^TOT TJT( 
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estate in the share to which her husband would have 
been entitled. 

It is not necessary to consider the rights of in- 
heritance of any more female heirs for the purpose of 
our present work. We therefore now pass on to con- 
sider womeif s rights at partition. 

Section 4 
Partition 

The theory of joint ownership should have invest- 
ed the wife with the right to demand a partition 
against her husband in case it became impossible for 
her to live with him. No such right was however re- 
cognised. Yajnavalkya lays down that a wife 
should get a third share in her husband’s property, if 
she is unjustly superseded 1 . He is, however, the only 
jurist to recognise such a right, and it is quite possible 
that in actual practice, husbands may have managed 
to escape this liability under the plea that the wives 
superseded were disobedient ones. It may be, how- 
ever, pointed out that to demand a partition was 
regarded as a very unbecoming procedure ; even a grown 
up son could not ask for it, if his father were living 
jointly with his grand-father or other elderly colla- 
terals. The wife thus suffered from the same disabilities 
as against her husband, as the son suffered as against 
the father. It is however high time to invest the wife 
with an incontestible right to demand her full share in 
the property, if she is compelled to live separately 

1 wramMaFff aftru firasTfofot < 
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owing to her husband’s misdemeanour. In such cases, 
she ought to get a share equal to thart of a son. 

Let us now consider normal cases of partition and 
women’s rights on such occasions. The Yedic literature 
occasionally refers to a partition made by the father 
during his life time 1 ; there is, however, nothing 
to indicate whether the wife used to receive a share 
on such occasions. Very probably, in spite of the 
general prejudice against allowing a share to women 
in inheritance, the father must have assigned an 
adequate share to his wife, if she were living at the 
time. In actual practice, the assigning of a share to 
the wife must have merely amounted to the patriarch 
reserving two shares for himself as against one assigned 
to each son. The wife probably got no independent 
control over it. 

While describing partition, many of the Dharma- 
sastra writers expressly include the mother, the wife 
and the daughter among the parties entitled to a 
moity. Among these the case of the daughter has been 
already considered (ante, pp. 288-92). As far as the 
wife is concerned, both Yajnavalkya and Katyayana 
allow her a share. If the partition had taken place 
during the husband’s life time, very probably the wife 
must be allowing her husband to be in possession of her 
share ; it must have therefore merely increased her 
husband’s moity. It is interesting to note that Narada 
allows two shares to the husband at partition 2 ; the 
second one was probably intended for his wife. 

1 fagst frofa tftr I R-V., I, 70, 5; sefl also T.8., III, 
1, 9, 4-5. 

2 sforoskr finwrorcro: fan i xm, 12. 
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Yajnavalkya allows the widowed mother a share 
equal to that of her son 1 . $ukra allows her only a 
one fourth share (IV, 5, 297), but his view is not 
shared by the vast majority of jurists, who insist 
that the mother should receive one full share. Some 
writers attempted to curtail the full share 
allowed to the mother by suggesting that the ex- 
pression ‘equal share’ is not to be interpreted literally ; 
it is really intended to mean just as much wealth as 
may be necessary for her maintenance. The Mitak- 
shara, however, rightly points out the utter unreason- 
ableness of this interpretation and maintains that the 
widowed mother must get a full share 2 . Most of the 
jurists have accepted this view, as also the modem 
law courts. The latter, however, had given the ruling 
that the mother could get this share only if her sons 
sued for a partition; she could not herself bring the suit. 
This was clearly against the spirit of* the Hindu law. 
Manu and Kautilya do not even permit brothers to 
effect a partition during the mother’s lifetime 3 ; they 
would have been shocked to be told that the mother 
could get her share only if her sons chose to effect a 
partition. The law therefore needed a change in the 
direction of allowing the mother to sue for her share, in 

1 trff **Wf: UHifeWT: I 

II, 115. 

fwrat H T a ra sf sjw i ii, 128 . 

2 tra ‘q^u: qnuf: WUftW fl’ UU ^ 

w «Rf ?nra?r i srereraFi wnmw * 

FTRT I On Yaj., II, 186. * 

See also V.D.8., XVIII, 84, K&tyayanasaroddhara, v, 698. 

3 Manu, IX, 104; Artha&Ostra, III, 5. 
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case she could not pull on well with her sons. 
This desideratum has now been achieved by the 
Hindu Women’s Right to Property Act passed in 
1937 by the Indian Legislature. 

We have now finished the history of the pro- 
prietary rights of women.. It has no doubt detained 
US' rather long, but it has made many interesting dis- 
closures. We found that it did not take long for Hindu 
society to set aside primitive theories about women 
being mere chattel. It recognised their right to 
Stridhana fairly early and went on expanding its scope, 
till eventually by the 12th century a. d., all varieties 
of property were included in it all over India, except 
in Bengal. In normal times the husband was not 
allowed to touch this property of his wife. The only 
development necessary in modern times in this con- 
nection is the recognition of the right of the wife to 
a small percentage in the husband’s income as her 
bhartridatta striddana, in recognition of the joint 
ownership of the family property and her valuable 
services in the household management. This would 
remove the difficulties of the modem sensitive wife, 
who does not like that for every little expenditure 
which she may have to incur, she should have to secure 
expressly or impliedly the permission of her husband. 

The position of the wife vis-a-vis the husband was 
not satisfactory. She could not enforce a partition 
against him, if he persistently misbehaved or em- 
barked upon a second marriage. Yajnavalkya, no 
doubt, allowed the wife a one third share in the family 
property, if she was unjustly superseded. He was, 
however, in a hopeless minority. We must, however. 
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now follow his lead and allow the wife to claim a 
share at least equal to that of a son, if she is forced to 
live separately for no fault of her own. This would 
remove the proprietary disabilities from which such 
wives suffer at present on account of their having no 
share in this patrimony. We must further render it 
impossible for the husband to mortgage or sell his 
wife’s share in the family property without her ex- 
press consent. 

Hindu jurists held marriage to be indispensable 
for the daughter, and therefore felt that they should 
merely provide for it. They went to the extent of 
laying down that a brother should provide for his 
sister’s marriage even if there were no ancestral 
assets for the purpose. They were, however, opposed 
to give her a right of inheritance in the patrimony 
along with her brothers. The religious theory was 
that the marriage completely transfers the bride to 
the new family, and the jurists therefore felt that she 
should be provided for from its assets. We have shown 
above (ante, pp 291-7) how on the whole this is a 
reasonable and satisfactory arrangement. There are 
many difficulties to encounter and few benefits to 
accrue from giving a daughter the right of inheritance 
along with her brothers. The present law gives rise to 
certain anomalies in some abnormal cases, but the 
correct remedy is to enlarge the wife’s rights as against 
the husband on the lines indicated above. Of course, 
as far as daughters who remain unmarried are concern- 
ed, they should be given a share in patrimony equal 
to half that of their brothers’. This innovation will 
have the support of the practice of the Vedic age. 
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The brotherless daughter has been regarded as an 
heir since very early times. In Bombay presidency 
she takes the property as an absolute heir. This law 
should now be extended to the whole of the country. 

For a long time the widow was not recognised 
as an heir, mainly because she usually po^essed some 
kind of son, as a guardian for whom she could hold 
her husband’s share in the family property. When the 
custom of Niyoga disappeared and the childless widow 
came on the scene, Hindu society soon became alive 
to the necessity of recognising her as an heir. The 
fervour and zeal with which the battle of her right 
of inheritance was fought, are creditable for Hindu 
culture. The widow was no doubt regarded as a 
limited heir. She could, however, utilise the full income 
of the property, howsoever large it may be ; only 
she could not alienate it without sufficient cause. 
When we consider how the vast majority of tlindu 
widows were illiterate at this time, this limitation must 
be pronounced to have been more a protection than 
a disability. The time has not yet come when we 
can effect a wholesale change in the law on the point. 
A beginning should, however, be made by allowing 
women the right of alienation, if they possess certain 
minimum educational qualifications. 

The Bengal school was most liberal to the widow ; 
it allowed her to become an heir, even if her husband 
had not separated from the joint family. This prin- 
ciple has been extended to the whole country since 
1987 ; so a legitimate grievance, from which the 
widows under the Mitakshara law were suffering,. has 
been now removed. 
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It will be thus seen from the above survey that 
the proprietary rights of women have been develop- 
ing fairly satisfactorily. As circumstances changed, 
they were being enlarged by Hindu jurists without 
any agitation whatever on the part of women. Society 
was actuated by a genuine desire to improve their 
economic lot, and did not hesitate to adopt measures 
that considerably curtailed the time-honoured rights 
of male coparceners. The courage that was shown in 
investing the widow with the right of inheritance, even 
when her elderly relations like brothers-in-law were 
alive, was really of a high order, when we consider the 
prevailing patriarchal atmosphere in society. The 
progress made cannot be of course regarded as 
adequate by the modern woman, but we must 
recognise that each age has its own limitations and 
cannot easily rise above them. Modern Hindu society 
has been showing a keen desire to enlarge the proprie- 
tary rights of women, and has already succeeded in 
getting legislative sanction to some important 
ameliorative measures both in British India and in 
some Indian States. It is interesting to add that the 
states of Baroda and Mysore have, under the inspira- 
tion of their enlightened rulers, led the way in the 
matter. Public opinion is very keen in removing all 
the proprietary disabilities of women, and a few 
improvements that are still necessary will soon be 
brought about under its growing pressure. 



CHAPTER X. 


Dress and Ornaments. 

A detailed study of the dress and? ornaments 
worn by Hindu women of different classes age by age 
would be out of place in this work, which discusses 
their position in society mainly from the sociological 
point of view. It would require a separate volume, 
profusely illustrated. We propose to treat the sub- 
ject here only in its broad outlines, so that the reader 
may get a general idea about it. In a book which pro- 
fesses to discuss the position of women in an exhaus- 
tive manner, a chapter on their dress and ornaments 
is perhaps indispensable. 

Dress. 

The Yedic literature supplies us with very little 
information about the dress of the women of the age. 
The vocabulary itself of the period has got no sepa- 
rate words to denote women’s clothes. The same 
words are used to denote the different clothes worn 
both by men and women. An under-garment (vasah 
antaram) and an upper garment (paridhanam) were 
in general use among the members of both the sexes. 
A waistband was used round the lower garment 
(8. Br., 1, 8, 3, 6). Probably both the garments were 
usually coloured in the case of women, for the Yedic 
literature refers to °the dyer (F. S., 30, 12). In 
addition to the two garments, mentioned above, kings 
used to wear a gorgeous mantle ( drapi ) on ceremonious 
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occasions. Queens also probably had the counterpart 
of this mantle in the form of an embroidered shawl, 
though there is no definite evidence on the point. 
In one place goddess Indraru is described as wearing 
a headdress (ushnisha, S. Br., XIV, 2, 1, 8) ; it is 
probable that the well-to-do ladies of the Vedic age 
were also doing the same. 

We get no information or clue as to how the lower 
garment or sari was worn in these days. The art of 
weaving was well developed, and it is fairly certain 
that the sari was a long piece, about five or six yards 
in length. A portion of it was therefore very probably 
used to cover the upper part of the body as well, as 
is done in modem times all over the country. The 
additional upper garment (; paridhanam ) was probably 
used only on ceremonious occasions. The same was 
probably the case with the head-dress. 

The epics show that the dress of women continued 
to be more or less of the above type for a long time. 
Draupadi’s remarks, when summoned to the gamb- 
ling hall, make it clear that to go out without an upper 
garment properly covering the entire bust was regarded 
as indecorous 1 . At home, however, only one sari 
was’ worn, but it used to cover the shoulders and bosom 
as well ; Draupadi, when dragged out by her gar- 
ment by Dus'sasana, is described as having the upper 
part of her sari falling down 2 . The additional upper 
garment was not absolutely necessary to cover the bust. 
It only formed part of the ceremonious dress. Sita 

1 qv w uu ^ *n»Rrt ii ii, 89,44. 

2 s n fHft g ft 'fiddlV^SI |:5m#T H II, 89,47. 
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therefore could dispense with it when she wanted a 
piece of cloth to tie her ornaments in order to drop them 
down to Sugriva, when she was very anxious to leave 
behind a clue about her abduction, as she was being 
carried away in the air by Havana. 

The fashion in the Vedic age of wearing a head- 
dress was followed in later times in some provinces but 
given up in others. To judge from the evidence of scul- 
pture, we find that it continued to be current in Central 
India, Malava and United Provinces down to the early 
centuries of the Christian era. In the sculptures of the 
$unga period at Bharhut, Sanchi and Mathura, ladies 
invariably appear with a head-dress (See Plate III). 
To judge from the statue of a YakshinI found at 
Didarganj near Patna (See Plate IV), it would appear 
that women in eastern India, however, had deve- 
loped a dislike for the head-dress more than two thou- 
sand years ago.« Gradually the head-dress became an 
antiquated fashion all over the country. It begins to 
disappear from the sculptures and paintings from 
about the 4th century a. d. No women in Ajanta 
frescoes are seen to wear it. The same is generally 
the case with medieval sculptures all over the coun- 
try. Classical Sanskrit literature also does not refer 
to it. The head-dress for women eventually disappear- 
ed from the country, probably because it was felt to- 
be superflous. Orthodox women found it more conve- 
nient to cover their heads with a portion of their saris. 
Fashionable ladies did not like to conceal from view 
their elaborate and aftistic coiffure (See Plate VIII). 

The classical Sanskrit literature supplies us with 
meagre and disappointing data about the dress of 
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women during the first millennium of the Christian 
era. It no doubt grows very eloquent in several 
places in describing in detail the beauty of young 
ladies and their attractive and numerous ornaments, 
but it rarely describes the constituents of their dress 
or the precis6*manner in which it was worn. The scanty 
evidence available from it shows that normally women 
required two garments during this period also. The 
upper garment or shawl was, however, used only on 
ceremonious occasions. Goddess Lakshmi, who appears 
seated on numerous Gupta coins, is seen invariably wear- 
ing a shawl, which completely covers her bosom, bust 
and arms down to the wrist (Allan, Catalogue of 
Gupta Coins, PI. I, Nos., 6, 10, 13). When in the standing 
posture, ladies used to wear the shawl in different 
ways. Sometimes it used to cover their entire person 
down to the ankles (Ibid., PI. Ill, No. 6); if they hap- 
pened to stand with their palms on the waist, 
they often used to fold the garment and pass it over 
their shoulders and allow it to hang down to the ankles 
through the arm cavities (Ibid., No. 5). At home the 
sari alone was sufficient; a portion of it could be 
passed over the shoulders, so as to completely 
cover the entire bust, navel and breasts. Their waist- 
band, for instance, could become visible only if the 
upper part of the sari happened to slip down. This 
could usually occur either when a woman was beside her- 
self, being confounded or overpowered with terror 1 , or 

1 Compare, for instance, the description of Gopls given by 
Bhasa, when they were terrified by the dreadful fight of K rishna. 
with Kaliya serpent: — 

B&lacharit, IV, 1. 

22 [W.H.G.] 
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when she was anxious to disclose the charms of her per- 
son when bent upon winning over a haughty sage or an in- 
different lover 1 . Normally the upper part of the sari 
covered not only the bust, but it also reached down 
to the knees. Rajas'ekhara is explicit on the point. 
Dharmaa'astra writers also lay it down r that women 
should be so dressed that their navel should never 
become visible and legs should be covered down to 
the ankles 2 . 

The sculptural evidence, however, seems to be 
partly in conflict with the above observations, based 
mainly on the data of literature. In the early sculp- 
tures of the Punjab and the North Western Frontier 
Province (c. 100 b. c. to c. 800 a. d.), we undoubtedly 
come across several female statues whose torsos are 
covered with a portion of their saris, as described 
in the epics and classical Sanskrit literature. Such, 
for instance, is' the case with the numerous statues of 
Hariti 3 . Mayadevi seated by her husband’s side when 
listening to the prophesy about her new bom babe, 
and a beautiful standing Nagini in human form (See 
PI. IV, a) are both shown covering their shoulders 

1 Compare, for instance, Asvaghosha’s description of one 
of the damsels sent to dissuade prince Siddhartha from renounc- 
ing the world: — 

IWWWW lH Buddhacharita, IV, 88, 

2 w i si i 

Sankhasmriti. 

3 Bachhoffer, Early Indian Sculpture, PI. 150 B; Oriindwedel, 
Buddhist Art in India, (Eng. Trans.), p. 104, fig. 55. 
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and breasts with a portion of their saris 1 . The same is 
the case with several female statues at Mathura^ 

But the sculptures in Central and Southern India 
and the paintings at Ajanta and Bagh caves have quite 
a different tale to tell. In the sculptures at Bharhnt 
(c. 150 b. 0.} the sari is generally seen covering the 
lower person only ; no part of it is taken round the 
bust so as to cover the breasts and shoulders (See Pi. 
Ill, b). A separate upper garment is often worn by 
women, but it does not at all cover their bosom 
(See PI. Ill, a). The same is the case with the 
sculptures at Sanchi and Amaraoti and the paintings 
at Ajanta, which cover the first four or five centuries 
of the Christian era. 

How are we to explain this phenomenon of wo- 
men appearing without any clothing over their upper 
person in the sculptures and paintings of Central 
and Southern India ? Several explanations have 
been offered in this connection. Cunningham thought 
that nudity conveyed no sense of indecency in India 
prior to the advent of the Muslims ; so women in sculp- 
tures and paintings naturally appear to be very 
scantily dressed ( Tree and Serpent Worship, pp. 
102-8). This theory, however, ignores the data of 
the Gandhara sculptures, where women appear with 
their busts properly covered, and is in conflict with 
the evidence of contemporary literature, which makes 
it quite clear that it was regarded as highly indecorous 
for a woman to move out without completely cover- 

1 Hargreave, The Buddha Story in Stone, PI. VIII; Bach- 
hoffer, PL 150 A. 

2 Agarwal, Mathura ki Buddhakala, PI. XIV. 
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ing her upper person. How then are we to explain 
this apparent conflict between the data of sculptures 
and the evidence of literature ? 

Cunningham did not make proper allowance for 
the circumstance that some of the carvings are not 
left at present in the same condition in f which they 
were, when they were finished by the artists hundreds 
of years before. Havell has pointed out that the 
exaggerated thinness of the legs of the human figures 
at Amaraoti makes it clear that the sculptures 
had their finishing coat of plaster 1 . Shrimant Bala- 
saheb Pantapratinidhi, Rajasaheb of Aundh, who 
is. a distinguished artist and art critic, has adduced 
further evidence in support of the above theory. 
He has pointed out that in some basreliefs at Amaraoti 
ladies are to be seen having the sari at the waist 
and also at the feet rolling in folds. At their back 
also we see somb folds hanging down. But the thighs 
and legs are bare ( See PI. VI ). Now it is clearly 
impossible to so wear a sari that it should cover the 
waist and feet, but leave the legs and thighs bare in 
front. The only possible explanation is the one 
offered by the Rajasaheb, viz., ir\ order to produce 
an effect of transparent garment the limbs of the 
body such as the thighs, etc., were first carved nude 
and then given the finishing touch of coating and 
colouring 2 . It is therefore clear that in Amaraoti 
sculptures at any rate nudity was not the order of the 
day ; the saris were shown partly in carving and part- 
ly in plastering and colouring. The upper body there- 

1 Havell, Indian Sculpture and Painting, p. 104. 

2 A. B. 0. R. I., Vol. Ill, p. 19. 
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fore may have been covered by that portion of the 
sari which was to be shown in plastering and colour- 
ing. In one case we do actually get the example of a 
lady taking a portion of her sari across her bust and 
over her shoulders, so as to completely cover her 
bosom 1 . This was the normal dress of the women of 
the age and province. 

It must be, however, admitted that this explana- 
tion of the dress being shown partly in carving and 
partly in colouring does not hold good of many schools 
of sculptures in ancient India. Such is particularly 
the case with the sculptures at Bharhut and Sanchi 
in Central India. Here, unlike at Amraoti, the whole 
of the sari covering the waist, the thighs and the legs 
is shown in carving ; the method of its wearing 
also shows that no part of it was intended to 
be taken over the shoulders so as to cover the 
bust (See Pis. Ill, a and b). It .is therefore not 
possible to argue that the breasts of women in the 
sculptures at these places were intended to be 
subsequently covered by a garment that was to be 
shown partly in plastering and partly in colouring. 
This process would have been also a costly one, for 
the sculptures at these places were intended to be 
exposed to rain and sunshine throughout the year. 
Replastering and recolouring would have become 
frequently necessary and the monks at these monas- 
teries would not have found it always easy to get 
generous donors to defray the recurring expenditure. 
Are we then to conclude from* the evidence of the 
plastic art that the women in Central India used to 

l Cunningham, Tree and Serpent Worship, Pl. LIX. 



342 DRESS AND ORNAMENTS [cH. 

move about with their breasts uncovered in the early 
centuries of the Christian era? 

Nor can it be argued that the upper person of 
the women in these sculptures is bare, because the 
sculptors were not skilful enough to show the same 
sari as covering both the lower and the upper parts of 
the body. They could have avoided this difficulty by 
using a separate upper garment to cover the bust. As 
a matter of fact, both at Sanchi and Bharhut ladies of 
position are often seen wearing an upper garment, but 
it does not cover the breasts 1 (See PI. Ill, a). In the 
case of the Ajanta paintings the excuse of inefficiency 
cannot be advanced. The artists were experts and 
they could easily have shown their women wearing 
the sari in such a way as to cover both the upper and 
the lower parts of the body. But they have not done 
so. It is true that most of the ladies at Ajanta, whose 
bre&sts appear uncovered, are in the privacy of their 
inner apartments, where they may not perhaps be 
expected to wear their full dress. But in some Ajanta 
frescoes we find women moving about even in public 
streets with the same insufficient dress. In one 
scene, for instance, we see a queen figuring in a street 
procession in the state carriage along with her hus- 
band ; she is, however, shown as wearing neither 
a jacket nor a bodice; nor is her sari shown covering 
her breasts (Heringham, Ajanta, PI. XXIV). 

Shrimant Balasaheb Pantapratinidhi, the Rajasaheb 
of Aundh, has suggested that we can account for this 
insufficient dress of women at Elora and Ajanta on 
the assumption that the artists were Dravidians in 

l See also, Ctnmigham, The Sima of Bharhut, Pis. XIII, XVIII. 
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culture 1 . He points out that even today very few iik 
Kochin and Malbar wear any upper garment. So the* 
Dravidian artists have shown their women folk as 
wearing just the dress that was current in the Dravi* 
dian society. The Rajasaheb holds that the artists at 
Bharhut and Sanchi, on the other hand, were fol- 
lowing the Aryan tradition, and so have shown their 
women as wearing an upper garment which covers the 
breasts and falls over the left shoulder 2 . 

This theory also is not free from difficulties. It 
may be at the outset pointed out that the distinction 
sought to be drawn between the so-called Dravidian 
artists at Ajanta and Elora and the so-called Aryan 
artists and Bharhut and Sanchi is not supported by 
actual data ; for the artists at the latter places are as 
indiffierent in covering the breasts of their women as 
those at the former 3 (See PI. Ill, b). Sometimes they 
show their ladies wearing an upper garment, but it is so 
worn as not to cover the breasts at all 4 (See PI. Ill, a). 

It is further very doubtful whether all Dravidian 
women were really accustomed to move about with- 
out covering their breasts. It is true that till quite 
recently women in Malbar used to regard a bodice 
or an upper garment as not very necessary. But the 
Malbar practice was probably a primitive one and 
cannot be regarded as typically Dravidian. At any 
rate the women in Tamil and Telugu provinces were not 
accustomed to move about without properly covering 

1 B. S. Pantpratinidhi, Elora, p. 100. 

2 Ibid, p. 97. * 

3 See also Stupa of Bkarhut, PI. XXII. 8, XXIII. 8. 

4 Ibid, Pis. XIII. and XVIII. 
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their upper person. In this connection the Sapta&ati 
of Hala, which undoubtedly reflects the Dravidian 
life during the early centuries of Christian era, supplies 
conclusive evidence. Three verses in this anthology 
make it quite clear that Dravidian ladies used to cover 
their breasts with adequate clothing in the days 
when the Ajanta frescoes were being painted. The first 
of these clearly refers to the breasts being covered by 
an upper garment 1 . The anthology further shows that 
Dravidian women not only used to cover their upper 
person with a portion of their sari or a separate shawl, 
but also used to wear a bodice or kanchuki underneath. 
Its ends were tied together between the breasts 2 , and 
it was not entirely removed even in the privacy of 
the bed-room 3 . It is not therefore possible to argue 
that the women at Elora and Ajanta do not cover 
their breasts because they are the representatives of 
Dravidian culture. The Saptasati shows clearly that the 
Dravidian ladies in contemporary times used to cover 
their upper person both with a bodice and an upper 
garment ; the so-called Aryan artists at Sanchi and 
Bharhut are as careless about covering the breasts of 
their women as their so-called Dravidian fellow workers 
at Elora and Ajanta. 

1 WWWftllH S* I VI, 69. 

i n, 60. 


2 

3 


*tt i vi, 20. 

Sanskrit rendering of the stanzas is given here. 



tfforffT f'lwmtfnuftw p*ft 11 vn, 20. 

S^WqW»^»WM I R | 8| |: II VI, 46. 
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The real explanation of women appearing without 
their busts being properly covered in the sculptures 
and paintings of Southern and Central India seems to 
be the artistic convention of the age. Breasts are the 
most significant symbol of motherhood, and the artists 
of these provinces probably felt that they may be 
shown uncovered in works of art, though they may be 
normally concealed in actual life under a bodice or alpor- 
tion of the sari. This convention facilitated the task 
of fully exhibiting the beauty of the female form with- 
out suggesting any indecency. It also gave the artists 
an opportunity to show the different beautiful orna- 
ments worn on the chest and the shoulders (See Pis. 
Ill and IY). This would become quite clear from 
statues like those of Indrani and Narasimhi discovered 
at the Sutna Residency in Central India, and now 
exhibited in the Indian Museum, Calcutta. In the case 
of these images, the lower and the upper rims of the 
shawls can be clearly seen at the elbows and shoulders. 
But the intervening space, as well as the entire bust, are 
deliberately shown altogether uncovered by the shawl, 
obviously with a view to display the numerous orna- 
ments worn at the neck, the chest and the shoulder. 
There was nothing unusual in this procedure, for the 
art convention everywhere prescribes a much scantier 
dress for women than is actually worn by them in 
daily life. This will be quite evident to all the 
students of ancient and modern sculptures and paint- 
ings of European countries. Just as we cannot con- 
clude that women in modem Europe move about in a 
nude condition in society, because they appear entirely 
uncovered in works of art, so also we cannot maintain 
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that women in ancient India moved about in public 
without covering their upper person, because their 
busts are shown uncovered in the sculptures and 
paintings of Central and Southern India. The fact 
is that the dress in sculptures and paintings in not 
always a faithful copy of the dress actually in vogue 
in everyday life. The non-recognition of this truth 
will lead to strange deductions. We shall have to 
conclude that the Buddha allowed a much ampler 
dress to the nuns of his Order than was ever worn by 
ladies of fashion. The former were allowed to- have 
three pieces of cloth, while the latter in sculptures are 
seen to be wearing only one or two. We shall have to 
admit that maid-servants used to wear richer dresses 
than the princesses they served ; for at Ajanta the 
former are seen wearing gaudy striped bodices, which 
are never seen used by the latter. We cannot there- 
fore ignore the conclusive evidence supplied by con- 
temporary literature and conclude that women were 
not properly covering their breasts and .busts 
in ancient India either by a bodice or by a portion of 
their sari . 

' To conclude, the artists of Central and Southern 
India held that the unfolding of the beauty of the fe- 
male form by showing the bust uncovered in a work of 
art need not and should not give rise to any indecent 
thoughts, if the woman concerned were a lady of 
virtuous character. To the spectator she would be 
like a mother. If, however, she was a dancing or 
a singing girl, there would not be this sacred atmos- 
phere about her. The artist therefore felt that she 
should not be shown displaying the charms of her un- 
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covered bast* As a consequence we usually find danc- 
ing girls appearing with a full dress covering their entire 
person right up to their necks and ankles. They are 
seen covering their breasts with bodices, jackets or 
blouses. This would become quite clear from 
the dancing ^scenes at Bharhut, Bagh caves and 
Samath 1 . 

There are different fashions of wearing the sari 
current at present in different parts of India. The 
same was the case in the past. At present the ladies 
• of the higher classes of the Deccan wear the sari in 
the sakachchha fashion, i.e., by passing a portion of it 
in between their legs and tucking it up behind at 
the waist. In Gujarat, Bengal and United Provinces, 
on the other hand, the sari is worn in the vilcachchha 
fashion, i.e., it is simply worn round the legs without 
any portion of it being tucked up behind. 

The women of the Gangetic plain -were generally 
speaking following the vikachchha method, which is 
still current there. This is made quite clear from the 
Didarganj statue of the charui bearer from Bihar 
(See PI. IV, b) and the Mathura statue of Hariti 
from U. P. 2 , as the backs of both these can be clearly 
seen. That the same fashion continued to be in vogue 
in the U. P., Bihar, Bengal and Orissa throughout 
the ancient and medieval periods is made quite clear 
by numerous statues of Tara, Maya, Mahishasura- 
mardinl, female attendants on Vishnu images, etc., 

1 C unningh am, Bharhut, PI. XV ; Marshall, Bagh Caves, 
PI. E; Sahani, Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology at Samath, 
PI. XXIII, a. 

2 Vogel, La Sculpture, Pk XI and XII. 
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that were descovered in these provinces and are 
now exhibited in the Indian Museum, Calcutta. 

The present Maharashtrian fashion of wearing the 
sari is seen to be obtaining in the Punjab and North 
Western Frontier Province during the early centuries 
of the Christian era. A statute of goddess Hariti 
in the Peshawer museum, executed by a Gandhara 
artist, shows the sari worn in the sakachchha fashion ; 
its upper end is passed over the left shoulder and let 
hanging down from the right one as is done at present 
by the Maharashtrian ladies 1 . The same is the case 
with the goddess appearing on a coin of king Azilises 
ruling over the Punjab in the 1st century b. c ., 2 
and with numerous female statuettes from the same pro- 
vince, now exhibited in the Indian Museum, Calcutta 3 . 
Among these the sculpture of a Naginl represented 
in the human form is very remarkable in this respect 
(See PI. V, a). 4 

In Maharashtra itself we find quite unexpectedly 
the vikachchha fashion of the Gangetic plain prevailing 
down to the 7th or the 8th century a. d. This is rather 
strange, but the evidence of sculptures is quite con- 
vincing on the point. In most of the Ajanta frescoes, 
we find both ladies and maid-servants usually wearing 
their saris without a kachchha 4 . The same is the case 
with women sculptured at Nagarjunikonda in Telugu 
country ; it is only maidservants who occasionally 

1 Handbook to the Sculptures in the Peshawer Museum, PI. VII. 

2 Catalogue of the Coins in the Punjab Museum, Vol. I, 

PI. XIII, no. 884. 

3 Gandhara gallery exhibits Nos. 12, 17, 81. 

4 Heringham, Ajanta, Pis. Ila, X,XI, XIV, XXVIII. 
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appear there with a sakachchha sari i. It is after about 
900 a. d., that we begin to get images of goddesses in 
the Deccan wearing the sari in the sakachchha fasion. 
We may therefore presume that this fashion became 
popular in the Deccan at about the end of the first 
millennium e»f the Christian era. Later images and 
statues from south India, whether in stone or copper, 
generally attest to the prevalence of the sakachchha 
fashion. This becomes quite clear from the bronze 
statues from Tanjore exhibited in the Indian Museum, 

• Calcutta, whose backs also can be clearly examined. 

The Decean ladies seem to have borrowed this 
fashion from their sisters in Malava and Central India. 
The sculptures at Sanchi and Bharhut show that the 
sakachchha fashion was the order of the day in this 
part of India since early times. This becomes clear 
beyond all doubt from some of the bas-reliefs, where 
the back of women is visible, showing clearly the 
kachchha tucked up behind at the waist 2 (See PI. VII). 
This central Indian fashion eventually spread to the 
Deccan. It had penetrated to South Behar also in the 
2nd century b. c., as would appear from several sculp- 
tures found at Bodhagaya ( Ars Asiatica, Vol. XVI, 
Pis. VI, XI, XIV, etc.). It did not, however, appeal 
to the women in Gujarat and Bihar, who continue to 
wear their saris in the old vikachchha fashion. In 
Maharashtra too, the sakachchha fashion was adopted 
only by the upper classes; women of the lower classes 
still continue to adhere to the old vikachchha fashion. 

1 A.S.B., 1980-84, Pis. 89 and 40. 

2 Cunningham, Bharhut, Pis. VIII, and XLV, 8 ; Tree and 
Serpent Worship, PI. XXXVII, 2. 
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The poet BajaSekhara supplies some further 
details about the way in which the women of different 
provinces used to dress themselves in the 10th century 
a. d. In Bengal the upper part of the sari was taken 
over the head, so as to cover the coiffure. In the 
United Provinces the upper garment or the upper part 
of the sari was wound round the person and used to 
reach down to the knees. In Malbar the sari 
hung down from high above the navel, its knot being 
tied under the armpit. It is not very clear how exact- 
ly this was done 1 . In ancient times, as in modem 
days, the fashions of the provincial capitals had a great 
influence in determining the toilet, the coiffure and the 
the fashion of the dress of the women in the interior 2 . 

Let us now ascertain the role which stitched 
clothes played in the dress of women. There is one 
view which holds that the art of sewing was unknown 
to the Hindus 'before the advent of the Muslims. It 
is, however, altogether untenable. The needle and the 
process of sewing are both referred to as early as in the 
Bigveda 3 ; there is a passage in the Aitareya Brah- 
mana which clearly refers to two pieces of cloths 

1 See Kavyamimansa, pp, 8 and 9. Cf. jf fargpgfarihwu : 

I (%5:) for Bengal ; tH ■Ou 

i for u. p. ; 

< for Malbar. 

2 npfc flirt m \ 

Nflmf nr* w i 

* r *|- 1 

ftWRt HHNIf flW£ STCHT fl=*U: II 

BcUarQmd,yana, X, 90. 

3 tfteren : i ii, 82, 4. 
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being joined together by the needle 1 . The Buddha 
had forbidden monks to do sewing work for nuns 2 . 
The Amarakosha expressly mentions the tailor 3 , and 
the Chinese pilgrim I-tsing informs us that shirts and 
trousers were quite common in Kashmir and the 
Punjab during the 7th century a. d.,' though they 
were not in vogue in the plains 4 . The fact is that in 
the hot plains of Northern India stitched clothes are 
very inconvenient, except in the winter, and so for the 
greater part of the year both men and women can do 
without them. That seems to be the reason why 
they are so rarely referred to in literature. 

We may discuss here the controversial ques- 
tion as to whether stitched clothes were in vogue in 
the Vedic age. In the Indo-lranian times the Aryans 
were undoubtedly living in a cold climate, where 
stitched clothes would have been welcome ; but they 
had not at that time probably sufficiently advanced in 
civilisation to begin their use. The Rigveda refers to 
Varuna as wearing a dr dpi, while sitting in his heavenly 
court (1, 25, 13). But whether it was a mantle or 
an overcoat we do not know. In the marriage hymn 
the bride is described as wearing a iamulyam on her 
wedding night, which was discarded the next morning. 
But this was probably a sari rather than a short. 
According to the Katyayana tfrauta Sutra (p. 686), 

III, 18. 

\ Yinayapitaka , Pachittiya, 25. 

3 I II, 10, 6. 

4 I-tsing, p. 68. 
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the wife of the sacrificer was given a chanddtaka or 
Sahara to wear, when she had to ascend by a very 
high step to the top of the sacrificial pillar. While 
doing so, the thighs were likely to be exposed to 
view if there was no under-wear, as the sari was 
very probably worn in the vikachchha fashion. So a 
chanddtaka , which has been expressly described as a 
short by the commentator of the $rauta Sutra 1 , would 
have been very desirable. The original Vedic passa- 
ges, where this ceremony is described, do not how- 
ever refer to any chanddtaka being worn by the wife 
on the occasion ; the word is also not known to Panini, 
Patanjali and Amara. Katyayana is therefore pro- 
bably referring to an innovation of his age, when he 
refers to a short or chanddtaka being worn by the 
wife on the occasion. In the Vedic age very pro- 
bably only a Sahara or kati'pina i.e., a strip of cloth 
worn on a girdle in between the legs, was used 
on the occasion. Though therefore sewing was 
known in the Vedic age, there is no evidence of stitched 
clothes having come into general vogue at that time. 

The help of the art of sewing seems to have been 
first taken for preparing the bodice. This took place 
even before 600 b.c. ; for Buddhist and Jain nuns were 
enjoined to use it. Its traces can be seen below the 
breast in the of statue Chapda Yak ship! at Bharhut 
(Cunningham, PI. XXII, fig. 3); if the garment is not 
shown on other female statues at the place, the desire 
to show off the ornaments at the neck and the chest 
must have been the ebvious reason. The bodice did 
not require much tailoring like the modem blouse. It 

1 wiW famfarqi qw rasr uww ftp i p . 866. 
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had short sleeves but no buttons, and it was secured in 
its proper place by its ends being tied together in bet- 
ween the two breasts 1 . On one of the coins of Samudra- 
gupta, Lakshml can be seen wearing the bodice pre- 
cisely in this way. We can see both the knot and the 
two ends hanging down in its continuation. (See 
PLY, b). From Kalidasa, however, we learn that some- 
times the ends of the bodice were tied in a knot on the 
shoulder2; what was the make up of this type of bodice 
and howit was tied on the shoulder is rather difficult to 
understand. The bodice required very little tailoring 
and women used to stitch it at home. It could be 
easily taken out, if necessary, to protect oneself 
against the lunar or solar rays ( Sringdrasataka , 17). 

Jackets, blouses and frocks seem to have come 
into vogue in the plains of northern India, when they 
were included in the dominions of the Scythians, the 
Kushanas and other Central Asiati® invaders. As 
these conquerors hailed from a very cold region, they 
were accustomed to wear shirts, trousers and over- 
coats. This is quite clear from the evidence of their 
coinage. Kushana kings like Kanishka and Huvishka 
are invariably seen wearing a trouser and an overcoat 
on their coins 3 - In the Mathura and Gandhara 

1 Cf. Mahavseta’s description I 

fMcftrlftara I Kadambarl, p. 248. 

S&kuntala 1, 19. 

£ 

3 In the early period of their coinage Gupta kings also are 
seen wearing this foreign dress ; it took a few decades for them to 
discard it in favour of the national Hindu dress. 

28 [w.H.O.J, 
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sculptures, which belong to the period of Kushana 
supremacy (c. 50 a. d. to c. 800 a. d.), women begin 
to appear in blouses and frocks. In one basrelief 
at Mathura even Sapid Matrikas are seen wearing 
frocks 1 . In Gandhara sculptures, which mostly hail 
from the N. W. F. Province, blouses and jackets are 
fairly common. In one place we find Hariti wearing 
a blouse of long sleeves 2 . A Nagini in human form is 
also seen doing the same (See PI. V, a). In another 
sculpture, Mayadevi is shown wearing a frock over her 
sari 3 . On one of the coins of the Scythian ruler Azilises 
even goddes Lakshml standing on a lotus is represented 
as wearing a blouse and a trouser 4 ! 

The United Provinces, Central India, Gujarat 
and Maharashtra were under Scythian rule for diff- 
erent periods during the first four centuries of the 
Christian era. This circumstance very probably faci- 
litated the spread of the fashion of stitched clothes 
in Hindu society. The tendency to imitate the dress 
of the rulers is not peculiar to the modern times. 
It existed in the past as well. 

Society, however, had a general prejudice against 
stitched clothes, and women were for a long time 
reluctant to take, to jackets, blouses and frocks. 
We find only dancing girls adopting the new fashion 
in dress in the beginning. This would become quite 
clear from the fact that it is only women of this class, 
and not ladies of rank, who are seen wearing jackets 

1 Agarwal, Mathura kl Buddhakala, PL 21. 

a Bachhoffer, PL 1 SO B. 

3 Indian Museum, Calcutta ; Gandhar gallery exhibit No. 13. 

4 Punjab Museum Coin Catalogue, Vol. I, Pl. XIII, No, 382. 
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and blouses at Bharhut, Bagh and Samath. At Aj&nta 
we sometimes find maid-servants wearing shorts and 
jackets; ladies of position, however, are still seen avoid- 
ing their use. It is quite possible that greater stitching 
was introduced in the bodice ( kanchuM ) at this time, 
but the prejudice against full fledged jackets, blouses 
and frocks remained unabated. These became common 
among a section of ladies only in the Muslim period.’ 
They continued to be regarded as a foreign innovation, 
and women in orthodox families engaged in religious 
duties used to remove them for the time being. 

The kind of cloth used by women for their dress 
differed with their status. Maidens and women 
in coverture used to wear gay and embroidered cloth. 
The ladies "of the 4th and 5th centuries a. d. used 
to prefer dotted, striped, gauzy and embroidered 
muslins for their bodices. This is quite clear from 
several paintings at Ajanta 1 . Some women, especially 
in Ceylone and south India, used to wear also a 
narrow breast band across their breasts over their 
bodices 2 . This fashion did not become common in 
northern India. 

Widows do not appear to have used any bodices. 
The colour of their saris was plain white in the early 
period. The widowed daughters-in-law of Dhrita- 
rashtra are described as wearing white garments, when 
they went to see their old father-in-law in the forest 3 . 

1 Smith, A History of Fine Arts, p. 288, fig. 207. 

2 Smith, Ibid, PI. LVIII; T. Gopgnath Bao, Hindu Icono- 
graphy, I, ii, PI. 99; I.A., 1988, p. 160 and Piste. 

3 SpwfcrtfelT HT T N P ffWi: I Mhh. Chap. XV, 27, 16. 
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This would show that women used to wear gaily- 
coloured saris only during their maidenhood and cover- 
ture. The orthodox practice of Deccan widows to 
wear reddish saris seems to be due to the influence of 
the colour of the garments of Buddhist nuns. The 
Gujarat practice of giving black garments to the 
widow seems also to be a post-epic development. 
Like the people in the west Gujaratis held that black 
was the proper colour for a person in mourning and 
therefore for the dress of the widow, who was to be 
in a perpetual mourning. In Bengal and northern 
India, however, the old custom continues and widows 
still wear white plain saris without any borders. 

The lahanga, which is so common in Raj put ana 
and northern India at present, was altogether un- 
known in the Hindu period. It is not referred to in 
literature, nor seen in paintings and sculptures of the 
Hindu period. « It however became quite common 
after a few centuries of Muslim rule. In northern 
India it even became an indispensable constituent 
of the traditional bridal dress. In south India the 
Muslim influence was less felt and so the lahanga or 
parakara became common only among small girls. 
Grown up women did not take to it. 

The paintings of the Mogul period give a fairly 
accurate idea of the dress of Hindu women, who had 
come under the influence of the new fashions come in- 
to vogue with the advent of the Muslim rule. These 
ladies used to wear a lahanga, or pyjama down from 
their waist. The foftner was sewn in different artistic 
designs, and nothing was usually worn over it. The 
pyjama, however, was a simple one, and usually a short 
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sari was worn over it. The bust was covered by a 
bodice or a jacket. An upper garment or odhni was 
also in vogue ; it hung down from the head covering 
a portion of the back. In rural areas and orthodox 
circles the old dress continued to be current. 

Women 1 * are naturally more conservative then 
men, and so the establishment of British rule during 
the last 150 years has not yet effected any revolution 
in their dress. They continue to use their old dress 
consisting of a sari, a bodice and a shawl, even when 
their husbands have begun to don suits, neckties and 
collars. The bodice, however, is becoming more and 
more artistic and fashionable. Shorts and frocks 
have become common among girls in urban areas, 
but there are yet no indications that grown up ladies 
would take to them in the near furture. With in- 
creasing facilities in communications women are in a 
better position to observe the dreso prevailing in 
neighbouring provinces, and there is a tendency 
among educated and fashionable ladies to borrow 
some fashions current in other parts of the 
country. Thus the vikachchha mode of wearing sari 
is now becoming common among the fashionable ladies 
in the urban areas of the Deccan. The dress of the 
average Hindu women, however, still continues to be 
the old traditional one of her province. The lahahga is 
the only exception. The main reason for this conser- 
vatism is the fact that the traditional dress is on the 
whole well suited for the climate of the country. 
Women have also not to mi£ much among the. 
members of the European community like men, either 
for official or for social purposes ; so they do not feel 
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the same urge as men for adopting a European or a 
semi-European dress. 

Ornaments 

The reader must have seen that on the whole the 
dress of Hindu women was simple. Simplicity, how- 
ever, did not characterise their tastes in the realm 
of ornaments. Since very early times they have been 
fond of wearing very brilliant and artistic ornaments 
in quantities that cannot be described as meagre. 
Men, however, are to a large extent responsible for 
the development of this taste among women ; for a 
reader of the Yedic literature or a student of ancient 
sculptures and paintings will find it difficult to decide 
as to who was fonder of ornaments, men or women. 
Men used to vie with women in the number of 
ornaments to be worn on their person. They seem 
to have lagged behind them only in the case of the 
ornaments on the forehead, which were generally used 
by women alone. This fondness for ornaments was 
to some extent a natural consequence of the general 
prosperous condition of our motherland in these days. 

In the Vedic age bangles were worn both on hands 
and feet by men and women 1 . Their number was 
probably a large one ; whether they reached right up 
to the elbow or the knee, as they did in the case of one 
figurine discovered at Mohenjo Daro 2 and in numerous 
images and sculptures of the ancient and medieval 
period, we do not know. Rings were used on fingers. 
Shoulders were not nqglected; they had their own oma- 

1 R. F., V, 54, 11; 1, 168, 8. 

2 Kramrisoh, Indian Sculpture, pi. I, 4. 
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ments, which must obviously have been large in size 1 . 
Necklaces of gold and precious stones were used on 
the neck ; they used to reach down to the chest 2 . Ear- 
rings ( karnasobhana ) are also referred to 3 . An orna- 
ment called kumbha was worn on the head; we do not 
know its precise size or nature 4 . 

Gold, silver and precious stones were the chief 
material for these ornaments. Pearls are referred 
to in one passage in a very late Brahamana work 5 . The 
Aryans could have become familiar with them only 
when they reached the sea in course of time. 

Sculptures, paintings and the Natyadastra of 
Bharata throw a flood of light on the nature and 
number of different ornaments used by our women 
in the early centuries of the Christian era. It is not 
at all possible to describe them in detail in words. 
One can get an adequate idea of them only from their 
representations in sculptures and paintings. More 
than half a dozen different ornaments, partly made of 
gold and partly of pearls, and variously described as 
sikhapasa, sikliajala, mulct ajala, etc., were used to adorn 
the head and the forehead. One can get an adequate 
idea of their nature and gracefulness only by 
studying them in Ajanta paintings. The designs of 
earrings were very graceful. The variety in the 
nature of necklaces of gold and pearls is indeed 
striking. The Natyadastra refers to four types of zones 

1 qwj OTW: I R- v., I, 166, 9. 

2 R. V., V, 64, 11; I, 122, 14. 

3 Ibid. 

4 fflT Sftffa fW* I V., VI, 188, 8. 

5 Shadvinisa, Brdhmana , V, 6 . 
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(XXIII, 27); but sculptures prove beyond any doubt 
that the old sage Bharata was not up-to-date in his 
knowledge on the point, A gauzy pearl ornament was 
used over the breasts. Bharata refers to an orna- 
ment to be worn over thighs called padapaira (XXIII, 
141) ; it seems to have been made of pearls, as may 
be gathered from a painting of Mayadevi in Cave No.2 
at Ajanta 1 . This ornament seems to have now gone 
out of fashion. Shoulders were adorned with keyuras , 
of which, there were several types. Nor was the por- 
tion just above the elbow neglected. The number of 
bangles worn on the hand was very large; in Bengal 
they were often joined together so as to form a com- 
posite ornament reaching almost to the elbow 2 . The 
fashion at Ajanta, however, prescribed only a few 
bangles for the hand. They were often set with 
pearls or diamonds. The number of bangles worn od 

the feet was a large one; some of them used to produce 

< 

a gingling sound, when their wearers were in motion. 

The fashions of dressing the hair were as numerous 
as graceful. An examination of the paintings at Ajanta 
will be an eye-opener even to the most fashionable 
ladies of the present generation. These fashions can 
be better seen in the original than described in words. 
It is customary at present to talk of Orissa as a back- 
ward province. . The fashions of hair-dressing current 
there twelve hundred years ago were, however, so 
varied and graceful, that even the most fashionable 
cinema stars of Bombay and Calcutta may immensely 
add to their popularity by imitating some of them. 

1 Yazdani, Ajanta, part II, PI. XX. 

2 Bhattasali, Iconography, Plates XIX, XX. 
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Six of these fashions have been illustrated on the 
accompanying plate (See PI. VIII), which has been 
prepared with the help of some of the woodcuts 
published by the late Dr. Rajendralal Mittra in his 
Indo-Aryans, Vol. I. A glance at the plate will show 
that the be%uties of Orissa were not content with 
the quantity of hair, which nature had given to them ; 
they used to add some padding or stuffing or false 
or borrowed hair to increase its mass, so as to render 
the different hair-arrangements possible. Some ladies 
used to arrange the hair in gradually receding tiers (See 
PI. VIII, a), some used to turn them up in a fantastic 
cone, curling and twisting upwards behind the head and 
kept in its position, probably by means of a wire con- 
cealed within (See PI. VIII, b). Some used to arrnage 
them in two artistic bundles hanging on either side of the 
head (See PI. VIII, c), while others used to add a third 
one perched just at the top of their crown (See PI. VIII, 
d). Pearl strings were liberally used to help the hair 
to retain its new shape and configuration (See PL VIII, 
a, b, o, d, e). But perhaps the most interesting 
fashion is the one illustrated by PI. VIII, f. Here we 
find the hair arranged into six braids and then twisted 
up into six rays, kept into an erect position either by 
means of wax, or with the help of sticks or wares en- 
closed within. There were numerous other fashions in 
vogue ; they can be ascertained only from a careful 
study of ancient and medieval sculptures and paintings. 

Ointments were used not only for the eyes but also 
for the lips and teeth 1 . Sandal paste and saffron 

4-dHi fafon SyfWSTT II Na.yasastra, 28, 20. 
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powder were used for the fa$e and the breasts. Diff- 
erent types of dyes and ointments were used for 
decorating hands, feet, fingers and toes. A streak of 
Sindhura on the head or a circular mark of Kumkuma 
on the forehead was made by maidens and women in 
coverture. This was regarded as an indispensable sign 
of saubhagya or married bliss. Inscriptions often 
describe how valorous kings used to kill their opponents 
and deprive their wives of „the use of Sindhura 1 . 
Women were leading a simple ascetic life during their 
widowhood. The use of ornaments or embroidered 
clothes was therefore out of question for them. While 
describing the achievements of their heroes, the au- 
thors of inscriptions often state how the bracelets of 
the wives of their enemies dropped off along with 
their neckalces. 

It is interesting to point out here that among the 
numerous ornarpents described by poets and illustrated 
by sculptors and painters, the nose-ring and toe-ring are 
conspicuous by their absence. This is rather surprising, 
because both of them are at present regarded as indis- 
pensable for a woman with her husband living. The 
omission of the toe-ring may have been accidental, as it 
is otherwise not a very prominent or valuable ornament. 
But the case of the nose-ring is quite different. It is a 
very important ornament. It is in use in all provinces 
at present. It is regarded as a sign of saubhagya 
or married bliss. Till recently every bride used 
to get it at the time of her marriage. Women of the 

1 44 tan*? 5 K vW srOrt i 
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old fashion would never go out without wearing it. And 
yet we find that Bharata does not mention it in his 
exhaustive list of the ornaments of women given by him 
in the 23rd chapter of his Natyasastra. Ornaments 
for almost every limb are to be found in this list, but 
there is no mention of the nose-ring for the nose. 
Sanskrit poets and dramatists also show no acquain- 
tance with the ornament. In fact there is no word in 
Sanskrit language to denote it. Words for the or- 
nament in modem vernaculars cannot be derived from 
any Sanskrit original. The word vesara used for the 
ornament by a section of Hindi-speaking population 
is of unknown origin. The word vdli used by the 
Gujaratis is of a secondary origin ; it originally denotes 
a ml ay a or circular ornament, and is secondarily used 
to denote the nose-ring because of its circular shape. 
The words natha, nathia, nathni,natht}ia, nathnag, etc., 
which are used to denote the ornament in different 
vernaculars of India, are all derived from the 
Prakrit word natlha, which denotes the string passed 
through the nose of an animal in order to control it 
with ease. It does not denote any nose ornament at 
all in any Prakrit or Apabhramsa language. It has 
no prototype of its own in Sanskrit. 

At Udayagiri and Bhuvanesvara in Orissa, at 
Bodhagaya and Patna in Bihar, at Bharhut and Sanchi 
in Central India, at Mathura in U. P., at Taxila in 
the Punjab, at Ajanta, Elora and Badami in the Deccan, 
at Amaravati in Madras presidency, we have found 
several sculptures and paintings of women who are over- 
loaded with a rich variety of ornaments all over their 
body. The nose-ring is, however, nowhere to be seen 
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(See Pis. Ill, and IV) . These sculptures and paintings 
are spread over almost all the centuries of the first mil- 
lennium of the Christian era. It is therefore clear that 
the nose-ring was unknown throughout the whole of 
India during the entire Hindu period. Hindu scul- 
ptures of Puri and Rajputana of the «• post-Muslim 
period begin to show the nose -ring for the first time. 
Both the positive and the negative evidence thus 
shows that the the nose -ring is not a Hindu ornament. 
It seems to have been clearly borrowed from the Maho- 
madens. It is indeed a mystery how this ornament of 
foreign origin should have come to be regarded as the 
most important insignia of saubhagya. 

We have now finished our general survey of the 
dress and ornaments of Hindu women. To some extent 
it will be also helpful in understanding the general 
position of women in society. Nature has endowed 
women with a mpre artistic and aesthetic temparament 
than men. All over the world they therefore 
generally take immense interest in personal decoration 
by wearing attractive dress and fine ornaments. 
Hindu society had recognised this fact and given full 
lattitude to women in this respect. Hindu women 
had never any ground to complain that their natural 
tastes and inclinations in the sphere of dress and 
ornaments were thwarted by an insufficient provision 
in the family budget. The atmosphere in society 
was such that the Hindu wife could generally 
carry out most of her plans about the purchase of 
ornaments and jewelry, even if her husband were 
somewhat lukewarm in the matter. The theory of her 
perpetual tutelage, which we shall discuss in detail 
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in the next chapter, did not stand in her way in this 
matter. 

The modern economist may perhaps regret that 
so much money should have been locked up in the 
unremunerative investment in ornaments. It is, 
however, to be noted that there were not many safe 
and productive sources of investment in the past. It 
may be further pointed out that from the purely 
woman's point of view, the habit of investing a large 
part of family saving in ornaments was a desirable 
development. For a long time women were denied 
the right to have a share in the immoveable property 
ot the family, as shown already in Chapter VIII 
pp. 267-8). As far as the moveables like ornaments 
and jewelry were concerned, they were allowed to 
have a complete sway over them. Ornaments worn 
by a woman during coverture, and intended really 
for her alone, constituted her Stridhana, and could 
not be taken away from her by coparceners 1 . The 
more the amount invested in the ornaments, the 
stronger therefore became the economic position of 
the wife. The hardships of a scheme of inheritance 
under which the widow was for a long time not 
recognised as an heir to her husband’s immoveable 
property, were considerably neutralised by this habit 
of investing a large part of the family savings in orna- 
ments. Ornaments in fact were in the past what an 
insurance policy is in modern days. The large amounts 
invested in them have enabled thousands of Hindu 
women to tide over difficult times. 

1 sforfa u: i 
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CHAPTER XI. 


General Attitude towards Women 

In the course of the last ten chapter, we have 
surveyed different sides and activities of women’s 
life. We are now in a position to ascertain and under- 
stand the general attitude of Hindu society towards 
the fair sex. The problem is, however, a complicated 
one. We have seen already that the general position 
and status of women were changing from age to age, 
and so naturally the attitude of society towards them 
could not remain the same in different periods. We 
have therefore to note and account for the vicis- 
situdes in the attitude of society. A further difficulty 
of a more serious type arises from the nature of the 
data on which we have to rely. In the same century 
and in the same province, we sometimes come across 
diametrically opposite views about the worth, nature 
and importance of women. One school is seen 
declaring that the woman is the highest gift of God to 
man, while the other is seen asserting that the best 
way to reach God is to avoid woman. It is not an 
easy task to determine which of these contending 
views represented the opinion of the community. 
And we cannot exclude the possibility of the views of 
the average man not being adequately expressed in 
the din of this wordy warfare between the extre- 
mists of the opposite camps. 
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Perhaps one of the best ways to ascertain the 
attitude of society in this matter would be to find out 
its angle of vision towards women overtaken by the 
misfortune of falling in the hands of ruffians or ene- 
mies. Such a situation is the real touch stone to test 
the genuineness of society’s sympathy towards the 
weaker sex; it enables us to find out how far man is 
prepared to rise above the prejudices of his sex and 
judge the woman by an equitable standard. The 
present attitude of Hindu society in this matter is 
very stiff and unsympathetic ; if a woman has the mis- 
fortune of falling into captivity even for a short time, 
she finds it impossible to get readmission into her 
family and society. In this respect we are following 
the example of $ri-Ramachandra, who refused to 
accept back Sitadevi after the overthrow of Havana. 
He informed her that all his efforts to kill Havana 
were only for the purpose of avenging, the wrong done 
to him ; he had no idea whatsoever of accepting back 
a wife, who had stayed so long in the house of the 
enemy 1 . Sita points out in reply that being in capti- 
vity, she was no longer the master of her person ; she 
could command only her mind and that was always 
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faithful to her husband 1 . This explanation did not 
satisfy $ri-Rama ; he accepted Sita only when a super- 
human agency vouchsafed her continuous chastity. 

A critical student of the Ramayaria, however, 
finds it difficult to believe that the sentiments above 
expressed really represented the views of $rI-Rama. 
He knew from Jatayu within an hour of Sita’s abduc- 
tion that she was taken into captivity by Havana. 
There are several passages in the epic to show that 
$ri-Rama wanted to recover Sita not so much to 
avenge a wrong done to him, as to restore to happi- • 
ness a Cherished wife, whom he continued to love 
intensely and respect very highly for her voluntary 
resolution to share his miseries of the forest life 1 . 
Later on when Sri-Rama reaches the ocean along 
with his army, and the bridge is being built, he is once 
again overpowered by the thoughts about his beloved. 
He regrets very much that he could not reach in time 
to respond to his wife’s pathetic call for help when 
she was being carried away by force, and shows an 
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intense anxiety to be once more united in her loving 
arms 1 . There is not the slightest indication in any of 
these passages that $ri-Rama intended to spurn away 
his wife, because she was remaining in the captivity 
of Ravana. His cruel address to Sita, when she is 
actually brought before him after the victory over 
Ravana, therefore comes as a great surprise to the 
reader. It is very probably a later interpolation, 
introduced to facilitate the incorporation of the 
superhuman proof of Sita’s unbroken chastity. 

Whether the passage in question is a genuine 
one or not, one thing is quite clear; our Smriti writers 
have refused to prescribe for average women the 
unreasonable standard of purity attributed in it to 
$rI-Rama. They perhaps thought that it was a good 
ideal, but too high to be followed in actual life. They 
felt that it was necessary and equitable to treat 
women in Sita’s plight with much greater sympathy 
and reasonableness than what is shown in the present 
version of the Ramayana. With a broadmindedness 
that is indeed admirable, a number of Smritis and 
Puranas declare that women, who had the misfor- 
tune of being made prisoners, or of being assaulted 
criminally, should be treated with sympathy, and not 
with contempt, and be accepted back by their families 
after they had performed certain purificatory rituals. 
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Thus Vasishtha declares that if a woman is taken into 
captivity by an enemy, or spirited away by thieves, or 
ravished against her will, she ought not to be abandon- 
ed by her family 1 . The same is the view of Atri, who 
points out that one such misfortune ought not to be 
allowed to ruin the whole life of a woman 2 . An ordi- 
nary penance ought to be quite sufficient. Paras'ara ad- 
vocates a similar considerate treatments The Matsya- 
purana points out that it would be absurd to condemn 
a woman, because she is overpowered and ravished ; in 
such a case the assaulter alone is guilty and ought to 
be punished with death 4 . 

What is to be done if the criminal assault is un- 
fortunately followed by a conception ? Our Smritis 
recognised that in the case of criminal assault, con- 
ception was an accidental circumstance, and it would 
not be equitable to refuse to readmit its victim 
merely on that* score. They have therefore laid down 
that such a woman should be admitted to her former 
position as soon as she had delivered the child. The 
child was to be given to somebody else for rearing up, 
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and was not to be admitted as a member of the family. 
Atri and Devala are typical advocates of this view ; 
the latter avers that once the child is delivered, the 
woman becomes as pure and flawless as ever before 1 . 

The liberal views of Atri and Devala were 
accepted by* Hindu society down to about the 9th 
century a. d. During the first half of the 8th century 
thousands of men and women were taken into capti- 
vity by the Muslim invaders of Sindh ; those of them 
who could effect their escape were accepted back in 
their families and society (Elliot and Dowson, I, p. 126). 

From about the 18th century society began to 
change its attitude towards these unfortunate women 
and refused to admit them back. Women carried 
into captivity by force could no longer entertain any 
hope of regaining their old position in Hindu society. 
The advice of the Smritis, which recommended a con- 
trary course, was silently brushed aside and the door 
of Hinduism was once for all closed to such women. 
The establishment of the Muslim rule in the country 
may have been partially responsible for this develop- 
ment. Under the Islamic law apostacy was punishable 
with death, certainly in the case of men and probably in 
the case of women (E.B.E., Vol.l, p. 625). Under Muslim 
rule it was thus not an easy proposition to reclaim 
to Hinduism women who had been once captured 
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and married by Muslims. It may be, however, pointed 
out that large parts of Rajputana and the Deccan 
were under nominal Muslim rule ; but there is no evi- 
dence to show that Hindu society there was willing to 
readmit violated women. New notions of purity 
were mainly responsible for the refusal of society 
to admit back such women, though the course was 
clearly recommended by earlier Smritis. 

This changed attitude produced a disastrous 
consequence on the strength and solidarity of Hindu 
society. Out of the thousands of women that were 
forcibly carried into captivity by Muslim invaders 
from the 11th century onwards, almost all would cer- 
tainly have liked to come back to their old homes and 
society. But they knew that their fate was sealed 
once for ever, the moment they had fallen into the 
hands of the enemy. No return was possible ; they 
had to adjust .themselves to their captors and new 
surroundings. It was because of this consciousness 
that Kamaladevi, the queen of king Bhima of Gujarat, 
when captured ,and forcibly married by Alla-ud-din 
Khilji, eventually not only reconciled herself to her lot, 
but urged her new husband to capture and bring her 
daughter to Delhi, so that she should be married to 
the Crown Prince. Had this unfortunate lady known 
that she would be accepted back in her family, she 
would have tried to effect her escape or avenge her 
wrong. We have seen already (ante, p. 25) how spirit- 
ed Kshatriya ladies used to take revenge for the wrongs 
done to themselves or their families by having recourse 
to the sword. Not a single Rajput princess, however, 
among those who were forced into Muslim harems against 
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their wish, is known to have followed their example* 
They did not lack in courage or military spirit ; but 
they knew that even if they took revenge and effected 
their escape, they could hope to have no honorable 
position in their own families and society. They had 
to reconcile themselves to the inevitable. 

Down to the 9th century, however, Hindu society 
was keeping its door open to women taken prisoners 
in war. They had always the hope that they 
would be taken back in their families, if they escaped 
from their captivity ; so they would usually try to effect 
their escape or wreak their vengeance on their captors. 
Well known is the strategem by which princesses 
Suryadevi and Pramaladevi, daughters of king Dahir 
of Sindh, took their revenge upon General Kasim for 
the miserable plight to which he had reduced them 
and their mother, along with thousands of their sisters 
in Sindh. They were sent by the general to Baghdad 
for being presented to the Khalifa. The princesses 
were very young, for they had not yet reached 
their teens ; but the fortitude and ingenuity which 
they showed in very trying circumstances were very 
remarkable. When eventually produced before the 
Khalifa, they declared that though intended for him, 
Kasim had kept them with him for three days. This 
enraged the Khalifa, who immediately sent orders to 
Kasim to put himself, wherever he may be, in raw 
leather immediately and come back to him. When as 
a result of the execution of this order, the corpse of 
Kasim reached Baghdad, it was proudly shown to the 
princesses by the Khalifa. When they found that their 
plan to wreak vengeance had succeeded, they declared 
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that they had not been even touched by Kasim and 
that they had told a lie in order to encompass the ruin 
of one, who had brought slavery and dishonour to 
thousands of their sisters in their kingdom. The Khalifa 
was exasperated and he ordered them to be immured 
in a wall. The princesses gladly welcomed this escape 
from life and dishonour 1 . It is to be noted that in 
later times no princesses even of the Rajput stock 
sought to wreak vengeance on their captors. They 
knew that they had no place in their society, even if 
they escaped back after wreaking their vengeance. 
They had to reconcile themselves to the inevitable. 
Had the views of Atri and Devala ultimately prevailed, 
were the doors always kept open for women overtaken 
by misfortune to return to their families and society, 
the present day Muslim population would not have 
risen to eight crores. Hindu society has paid heavily 
for its narrow 'orthodoxy ; it is high time that we 
should now take a rational view of the whole situa- 
tion and cease to penalise women for their misfor- 
tune, After all honour or virtue can be lost only by a 
distinct act of volition, and not by an accident or 
misfortune. There is a distinct tendency at present to 
accept this rational view; it must be strengthened and 
made quite universal. 

Generally speaking in all climes and times men 
have laid down a much higher standard of sexual 
morality for women than what they were themselves 
prepared to accept. Hindu society has been no ex- 
ception to this rule. * Men found guilty of the breach 
of the marriage vow have been treated with a relative 

1 A1 Bilaudari in Elliot and Dowson, Vol.I, pp. 210-2. 
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leniency. It is no doubt true that some authorities 
lay down that a husband, who becomes unfaithful 
to his wife, commits a sin for which there is no ade- 
quate penance 1 . Apastainba declares that such a 
husband should be compelled to wear donkey’s skin 
■with hair turned outside, and made to beg alms in that 
uniform for six months. At every door he was first 
to announce his crime and then accept alms if offered 2 . 
There is no doubt that this punishment must have 
exposed the delinquent to a terrible humiliation, but 
it may be well doubted if an appreciable percentage of 
guilty husbands ever received it in actual practice. 
Had the punishment been a reality, the crime would 
have become very rare. The deterrent effect of the 
rule was nullified by the dictum of later Smritis, 
that a wife ought to revere as God even that hus- 
band, who has repeatedly transgressed his marriage 
vows (ante, pp. 128-9). 

The early Hindu thinkers recognised that the 
phrase, it is human to err, is as much applicable to 
women as to men, and they were prepared to treat 
lapses of women from the marriage vow with a fair 
amount of sympathy and commiseration. In the 
Vedic period we find that women who had gone astray, 
were allowed to take part even in religious service, 
provided they confessed their error 3 . Early Dharma- 
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dastra writers also were fairly lenient ; Vasishtha, 
for instance, has no objection to the readmission of a 
woman who had voluntarily gone astray, provided she 
really repented and submitted to a proper penance 
(ante, p.870 n.l ). Parasara recommends that a woman 
should be abandoned, only if she is a confirmed s inn er 
(X, 35). Yajnavalkya would advise this step only 
if adultery had resulted in conception (I, 72). The 
same is the view of the Mahabharata, which further 
points out that man is usually more to blame in such 
offenes than woman 1 . Other writers have suggested 
that a woman should be driven out of the house only 
if her associate were a person of very low caste 3 . 
Otherwise she was to be segregated in the house and 
excluded from religious functions and privileges 3 . 

After about the 9th century A.D. lapses of women 
began to be treated with greater sternness. The 
earlier authorities, which had permitted the re- 
admission of women who had casually gone astray, 
were taken to be referring to the cases of mental and 
not physical adultery 4 . This was an altogether un- 
justifiable procedure, as the context and wording of 
the passages concerned clearly show. A few medi- 
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eval thinkers like Madhavacharyai continued to ad- 
vocate a humane treatment of women, who had 
happened to go astray for a while; they realised that 
to drive out such women from their homes was to 
compel them to lead a life of sin and shame for ever. 
Society, however, would not follow their lead and 
began to insist upon a much higher standard of sex 
morality in the case of women, than what it was pre- 
pared to tolerate in the case of men. A single lapse 
came to be regarded as fatal for the woman, while 
even a moral wreck was to be revered as God by his 
dutiful wife. This last statement is no doubt hyper- 
bolic and is not to be literally interpreted. Never- 
theless, it clearly shows that lapses of men were very 
leniently treated, while women had no chance if they 
had committed a single mistake. This was highly 
inequitable, and it has made reclamation work next 
to impossible at present. Hundreds* of women, who 
once in a while become guilty of misdemeanour, are 
being eternally lost to Hindu society, because it refuses 
to treat them with human sympathy. This again 
has led to a considerable swelling of the non-Hindu 
and low class population in India. We must once more 
begin to follow the liberal lead of Vasishtha, who has 
recommended the acceptance of such women, provided 
they show genuine repentance. 

The concern which a society feels for the welfare 
of its women is also shown by the rules that are laid 
down for the conqueror about the treatment of women 
captured in war. In early fifties these unfortunate 
women had very often to enter the harem of the 
1 On Parasarasmriti, V, 2. 
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conqueror, as is clearly shown by the recognition of the 
Rakshasa or Kshatra form of marriage. When Manu 
allows each soldier to retain such women as he may 
have himself captured, he is obviously referring to 
this old barbarous practice (VII, 70). Society’s sense 
of morality and fairplay was getting refined, and it 
began to be felt in course of time that such barbarism 
should be no longer tolerated. We accordingly find 
social thinkers coming forward to declare that the 
conqueror ought to treat honorably all women cap- 
tured in war, and set them at liberty. It was left for 
the Pauranic age to enunciate this liberal doctrine ; 
we find it specifically advocated by the Agnipuratm 1 . 
The great Shivaji was following this meritorious tra- 
dition when he honorably sent back to her relatives 
the beautiful wife of the commander of the fort of 
Kalyan, who was presented to him by his soldiers, 
who had taken .tier a captive. 

The historian is, however, compelled to observe 
that in a large number of cases this rule about the 
chivalrous treatment of women was disregarded by 
Hindu commanders and soldiers long before the ad- 
vent of Islamic armies. When the Maukhari king 
Grahavarman was defeated and killed in war in 605 
a. d., his wife Rajyasrl was put in prison with heavy 
fetters on her feet. Medieval inscriptions often refer 
to several cases of the ill-treatment of women seized 
in war. A Chola king of the 11th century had taken 
captive the mother of his Ceylonese contemporary; 

forot h T wrca r w * ii Ch. 285, 62-8. 
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he cut her nose because her son had invaded his 
country and laid it waste 1 . In the heat of the struggle 
when every one was crying for vengeance, it is clear 
that the rules of chivalrous treatment were often com- 
pletely ignored. Medieval inscriptions from south 
India contain several other cases of the ill-treatment 
of women; we very often come across the victor carry- 
ing away the treasures and wives of his enemies into 
his own harem 2 . It is however somewhat consoling 
to find that persons guilty in this respect were often 
realising that their conduct was sinful and would some- 
times proceed to perform a penance (S. I. E. R., 1918, 
No. 73). 

In the later medieval period warfare became more 
inhuman as a consequence of the contact with the 
barbarous hordes that came pouring into India al- 
most every century. In Rajputana interminable 
internecine warfare was going on durihg this period ; 
but Rajputs failed to observe a code of warfare, which 
would respect the honour of captive women. Con- 
querors often carried the wives of the conquered to 
their harems 3 . This, however, was inevitable, for 
the practice had become universal in India since the 
advent of Islamic armies. We cannot therefore suffi- 
ciently admire Shivaji for rising above the morals of 
his age and treating captured women with great res- 
pect and consideration. 

1 E. C., IX, Devanhalli, No. 75. 

2 Khajuraho inscription, E. I., h p. 145; E. C., VI, Chikka- 
raanglur, No. 160; Ibid, XII, Chikkanayakanhalli No, 565, 

3 Tod, Annals, II p, 741 (Crooke’s edition). 
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We have so far considered the attitude of society 
towards women in abnormal circumstances. Let us 
now see what its attitude towards them was in or- 
dinary daily life. 

During the brighter period of Hindu culture, 
society used to show its concern for women in a variety 
of ways. Its chivalrous feeling secured them several 
privileges and concessions for the fair sex. The killing 
of a woman was regarded as a very disgraceful offence 
since very early times. In the Vedic literature it is 
pointed out that a woman ought not to be killed 1 . 
Rama very reluctantly killed Tatika, only when he was 
convinced that there was no other alternative open 
for him; he had to protect the sages, hundreds 
of whom had been already killed by the ogress 2 . 
It is interesting to note that even in spite of the 
universally accepted divinity of Rama, there were 
critics like Bhavabhuti in later times who ventured 
to fearlessly censure his conduct in killing Tatika 3 . 
Bhishma allowed himself to be killed, because he did 
not want to fight with one, who had been born as a 
woman, though subsequently changed into a man. 
Ravana thought of killing Sita on more than one 
occasion, but he was dissuaded from his plan by the 
thought that it is unchivalrous to kill a woman (VI, 

1 *Tf% I s. Br., XI, 4, 8, 2. 
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98, 60). When the goddess of Lanka proceeded to 
stop the entry of Hanuman, he merely gave her a blow ; 
he had realised that the excercise of a more than 
minimum force would be blameworthy, as his opponent 
was a woman 1 . The Mahabharata has declared in 
several places that like Brahmanas and cows, women 
also ought not to be killed. In the famous story of 
the demon Baka the house-wife presses her husband 
to send her to the demon for being devoured; she fondly 
hopes that though a demon, Baka would never think 
of killing a woman 2 . 

For the offence of killing a woman Manu has 
prescribed the capital punishment 3 . To die in the 
defence of a woman is declared to be the surest way 
of ensuring a seat in heaven 4 . In some of the Smritis 
it is no doubt stated that the sin of killing a woman is 
equal to that of killing a Sudra ; this however does not 
refer to the gravity of the crime, but to the theological 
dogma that the status of women was equal to that of 
the Sudras, both not being entitled to the privilege of 
the sacred initiation ( upanayana ). This little inci- 
dent will make it clear how great and far-reaching were 
the consequences of losing religious privileges in 
ancient times. 


1 Fsft ?rrf<TOta: » V, 3, 39. 
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Hindu society has sought to show its concern 
for the woman in a variety of ways. On crowded 
streets way was to be made for her. If she was 
in difficulties in her journey, it was the duty of every 
cultured person to help her in overcoming them. She 
was to be exempted from the ferry tax v If she had 
no proper guardians, the state was to look after her 
interest and property. To accept a bride-price was a 
very great sin. The marriage expenses of a daughter 
were a charge on her father’s property, and 
brothers were expected to meet them, even if there 
were no ancestral assets. For the same offence 
law courts were usually to impose a lighter punish- 
ment upon women than upon men ( Arthasnslra , IY, 12). 
Merit was to be always honoured, whether it was 
found in men or in women 1 . 

Within the house every one was to show the 
highest solicitude for the woman. She was to be 
honoured like the Goddess of Prosperity. The 
patriarch was warned that his family would prosper 
only if the ladies under his charge were cheerful ; 
it would surely come to grief if the women folk were 
in sorrow. Women have their own innocent fancies 
and hobbies ; they ought to be respected. Women 
are the support of the universe ; it exists on account 
of and through them. One can therefore never do 
too much for them. Woman and prosperity are not 
two different things ; woman brings prosperity when 
she is properly treated and respected. The holiest 
object in the world is g, good woman ; a tear of sorrow 

1 %a rT f4 HFf JTfatf ?T * fwf * * TO I 

Uttar aramacharit, Act, II, 2. 
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rolling down from her eye will be a great portent 
even for a mighty tyrant 1 . 

The above passages no doubt express very fine- 
and chivalrous ideas about women. There are, how- 
ever, a large number of passages in Sanskrit litera- 
ture, both seligious and secular, which are of an 
opposite nature, and cast serious reflections upon 
women and their character. We shall now proceed 
to consider them, and try to And out what is their 
precise implication. 

The context clearly shows that many of the 
passages, where women in general have been decried, 
merely express the views of men in the throes of 
bitter disappointment. The exigencies of the situation 
are often responsible for such opinions, and they ought 
not to be taken at their face value. Thus a passage 
in the Rigveda declares that women are very fickle 2 ; 
the speaker, however, is Pururavas, who was bitterly 
disappointed to find that his beloved UrvasI had left 
him, because he was unable to keep the terms of the 

1 The following texts are the authorities for this para : — 
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agreed contract. Another passage in a later Samhita 
observes that women are falsehood incarnate ; the 
context, however, shows that the reference is to women 
of bad character 1 . In the Ramayana Lakshmana 
observes that women are cruel and malicious by 
nature, but that was because he was quite unjustly 
rebuked by Slta, who compelled him to go in search 
of Rama against his better judgment 2 . In another 
passage in the same epic, it is stated that women are 
wicked and selfish, but it is immediately added that 
the remark is intended to apply only to Kaikayl 
(II, 12, 99). In a third place in the same work the 
sage Agastya says that women combine the fickleness 
of the lightning, the sharpness of the weapon and 
the swiftness of the eagle 3 ; the sage makes this obser- 
vation, not because he genuinely believed in its truth, 
but because he wanted to emphasise that Slta, whom 
he was praising,, had none of these defects and draw- 
backs. The Buddha in one place holds up for ad- 
miration the wife of the slave type ; we must how- 

1 *Hrt ^ SRcT sfoTT Hrft I 

M.S., I, 10, 11. 
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ever remember that he is there giving advice to a re- 
calcitrant daughter-in-law (Ang. Nik. IV, p. 91). 

Some of the uncomplimentary remarks about 
women are further due rather to a light-hearted 
cynicism than to a deep-rooted conviction. * Even 
Indra has observed,’ says the Rigveda in one place, 

‘ that women cannot control themselves 1 .’ One of 
the later Samhitas observes that women can be easily 
won over by one who is fair in form and expert in 
singing and dancing 2 . In some of the writings of 
modern feminists, we come across similar semi-frivolous 
and semi-cynical observations about men. They are 
not intended to be taken seriously. In one Jataka 
story a woman of 120 is represented as falling in love 
with a youth of 20. This is frivolity and nothing 
else. It has its counterpart in many of the present 
day magazine stories, where we often find old men of 
seventy marrying tender girls of seven.. 

From about the beginning of the Christian era 
we begin to come across passages, which were deli- 
berately written for the purpose of blackening the 
character of women. In one place in the Maha- 
bharata we are told that sensual enjoyment is the sole 
aim of woman’s existence 3 . In another place a 
woman herself is made to narrate a story illustrating 
how her sex is fickle and faithless by its very innate 
nature (XIII, 73-8). We are gravely informed that 
the sex urge in women is so great that they will 

1 cTORfar i iv, 88, 17. 
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eagerly unite with the meanest of men 1 . Nearest 
consanguinity would be no effective bar. If a woman 
has remained virtuous, it is simply because she could 
not get a proper lover, place and opportunity 2 . 
A man with a hundred tongues would die before fini- 
shing the task of lecturing upon the vices and defects 
of women, even if he were to do nothing else through- 
out a long life of hundred years 3 . 

The above passages are no doubt written delibera- 
tely with a view to blacken the character of women. 
But it is not to be assumed that the sentiments they 
express found general acceptance in society. Yudhi- 
shtliira, for instance, refused to accept the theory that 
women are by their very nature vicious and wicked ; 
he pointedly enquired from Bhlshma that if such were 
really the case, how could scriptures have laid down 
that religious duties should be performed only in asso- 
ciation with the wife ? Bhlshma, unable to give a 
rational reply, contented himself by narrating a cock 
and bull story, wherein he made a woman herself 
declare that her sex was vice incarnate ( Mbh , XIII, 
78-8). Such fantastic stories can, however, carry 
no conviction to any reasonable person. Varaha- 
mihira has subjected the case of the misogynist to a 
very critical and searching analysis and cross- 

1 smrt «TTflt sfarih: I 

an yrrfrffcr ipsrfr n ibid, xm, 73, 17, 
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examination. He at the outset points out that all the 
defects that have been attributed to women exist 
in men as well. Women however try to remove them, 
while men are supremely indifferent in the matter. 
Marriage vows are equally binding on the couple. 
Men treat th§m lightly, while women act up to them. 
Who suffers more from the sex urge, men who marry 
even in their old age, or women who lead a chaste 
life, even if widowed in the prime of their youth ? 
Men no doubt go on talking of their love to their 
wives while they are alive, but contract second marri- 
ages soon after their death ; women, on the other 
hand, feel grateful to their husbands and decide to 
follow them on the funeral pyre, urged by the 
promptings of their conjugal love. Who then is 
more sincere in his love, man or woman ? For 
men to say that women are fickle, frail and faith- 
less is the height of impudence and, ingratitude ; it 
reminds one of the audacity of clever thieves who first 
send away their loot and then challenge innocent 
persons demanding from them the stolen articles! . 

The above masterly and just indictment of Varaha- 
mihira shows clearly that the case of the misogynist is 

1 sriRT si?tr a anwfisft n 6 n 

5TTF* I 

5TTT *r fcn* tort: II 12 II 

w e bw wt ftwfr fr n 14 ii 

5^ mfa ?r mfir rwkj i 
srfawfar Rvifapn i ii 16 ii 

fikun t fcTSS 'ilWW* II 17 II 

BrihatsamhiUl, Ch. 76, 4ff. 



888 GENERAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS WOMEN [ OH. 

very weak ; how is it then that it ever came to be 
advanced ? It appears that some Hindu writers 
have painted the woman in very black colours, not 
so ,much because they believed in what they said, 
but because they were anxious to dissuade men from 
marriage and family life. Varahamihjra expressly 
states that the Renunciation (Samnyasa) School was 
accustomed to decry women with the above end in 
view 1 . Of course there were a few writers in this school 
too, who have taken a balanced' view of the whole 
situation and given due praise to women for the in- 
valuable assistance which they give to their husbands 
in the realisation of temporal and spiritual goals of 
life. This, for instance, is the case with the author of 
the Yogavasishtha 2 . Such thinkers were, however, in 
a small minority. As a rule, in order to induce men 
to adopt a life of renunciation, which they honestly 
believed to be .essential for salvation, the writers of 
the Samnyasa School felt that they might indulge in 
hyperbolic language in describing the faults, drawbacks 
and vices of woman, who is the centre and attraction 
of family life for man. 

1 ilswriRrat sfrrR uwrfcfjfrc u 
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Varahamihira’s theory is indeed true to a very 
great extent. The monastic life was a very difficult 
one ; a person could lead it honorably only if he could 
control his passions effectively. One way of enabling 
him to do so was to emphasise that the pleasures of 
the home life were ephemeral and worthless, and the 
woman who formed the centre thereof, was the most 
detestable object in the world. In the Yogavasishtha 
for instance, Rama when anxious to renounce the 
•world is made to observe that the woman is the mine 
of all imperfections and the cause of all sorrows. His 
arguments advaned in this connection are very inter- 
esting. ‘ Desire for enjoyment will arise only when 
one has a wife, otherwise one would be free from it. 
If a man renounces the wife, he renounces the world ; 
if he renounces the world, he would surely be happy 1 .’ 
One can hardly think of a more fallacions argument. 
The Mahabliarata observes that prosperity and wo- 
men would never be steady and faithful, howsoever 
assiduously one may work for them, simply because it 
desires its readers to turn to Dharma in preference 
to Artha and Kama 2 . We learn from I-tsing that 
there was a monk at Nalanda, named Rahulamitra, 
who would never see any women except his mother 
and sister. He told I-tsing, * I am naturally full of 

1 Ararat i 
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worldly attachment. Without doing this, I cannot 
stop its source.’ A person somewhat weaker than 
Reverend Rahulamitra would have agreed with Manu 
and declared that one should be careful about oneself 
even when one is in the company of one’s own mother, 
sister or daughter 1 . Persons brought up with such 
notions will naturally regard women merely as snares 
for the temptation of men 2 . They have not 
the fairness to recognise that women so appear 
to men,, not because they are really ‘the seed of the 
tree of existence’, or ‘the living torch illuminating the 
way to Hell 3 ’ (as the Jain saint Hemachandra des- 
cribes them to be), but because men themselves 
are unable to control their passions. Men are as a 
matter of fact a greater snare to weak women than 
women are to weak men. To attribute one’s weakness 
to the wickedness of the other sex is hardly fair. It 
is interesting to note that this fallacy has not been 
committed by Jain and Buddhist nuns. Several 
psalms of the latter have come down to us ; nowhere 
therein do we find them accusing man for being a 
snare to woman. Women have in this respect un- 
doubtedly shown a greater fairness, chivalry and 
balanced judgment than men. 

It may be pointed out that this tendency to attri- 
bute all real and imaginary faults to women is 
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not confined to the Renunciation School of India 
alone. The case was the same in ancient Greece. 
Socrates says, * Woman is the source of , all evil ; her 
love is to be dreaded more than the hatred of man ; 
the poor young men who seek women in matrimony 
are like fish who go to meet the hook.’ Similar senti- 
ments have been expressed by Christian saints. It 
is true that Christ himself has not indulged in any 
tirade against women. The Apostles and early 
Fathers, however, have painted the woman in the 
blackest colours. St. Paul says, * It is good for a 
man not to touch a woman ; marriage was a conces- 
sion, a degradation to avoid fornication’ (I Cor. VII, 1). 
Tertullian says, ‘ Woman is the gate of Hell, mother of 
all ills. She should blush with shame at the thought 
of her womanhood and live in perpetual penance for 
the sins of Five.’ Another Father has declared, ‘ I 
have not felt any calamity more hurtfiul to man than 
woman. Oh assembly of women, verily you are 
mostly of the hell on the day of Resurrection. You 
are the Devil’s gateway. You destroy God’s image, 
Man.’ Marbod, a Bishop of Rennes who lived in the 
11th century, delivers himself in the same strain. 

‘ Of the numberless snares that the crafty enemy 
spreads for us over all the hills and fields of the world, 
the worst and the one which one cannot avoid is 
Woman; sad stem, evil root, vicious fount,. .. .Who 
persuaded our first parent to taste the forbidden fruit? 
A woman. Who forced the father to defile his daugh- 
ter? A woman’ 1 . 

I The above quotations have been taken from Chapter IV- 
ot * A short History of Women’ by J. L. Davies (1927). 



892 GENERAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS WOMEN [ OH. 

Most of the faults and vices that have been attri- 
buted to women by the Renunciation School are 
not to be taken seriously. Their aim was more to 
divert man from woman, than to paint the latter 
in her true character. Varahamihira, who points 
out the patent absurdity of these changes, may be 
taken to represent the view of the cultured Hindu 
society. 

‘ It is however true that more writers should have 
come forward to defend women against such unfair 
attacks. The absurdity of the charges levelled against 
them should have been exposed in numerous works. 
This, however, did not happen. Pari passu with the 
growing popularity of the Renunciation School, educa- 
tion of women declined. Their upanayana disappeared 
and they began to be married at a very early age. 
Denied the advantages of a liberal education, suddenly 
transferred to the rather unsympathetic atmosphere of 
the mother-in-law’s house at a very young age, often 
called upon to bear the unwelcome company of a co- 
wife, frequently forced to drag on a miserable existence 
in an unterminable widowhood, the character of 
women as a whole showed some inevitable deteriora- 
tion after about 200 a. d. Many of them naturally 
began to show pettiness, narrowmindedness, jealousy 
and peevishness, as a result of forced repression in 
some directions and unnatural stimulation in others. 
So Manu’s description of the woman’s character as 
possessing the above defects began to appear, as partly 
true 1 . The average * man. began to feel that there 
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was some truth in some of the charges levelled 
against women. He therefore began to assume a 
rather patronising attitude towards them. It cannot 
be denied that even some of the best writers of the 
first millennium of the Christian era have often ex- 
pressed verjs unfair views about women. Thus 
Kalidasa, for instance, while no doubt declaring in 
one place the wife to be the best companion and coun- 
sellor of her husband, proceeds to describe her as 
merely an instrument of physical pleasure on another 
occasion 1 . Had these authors lived in an age when 
female education was general and adequate, when 
lady scholars were making important contributions 
to the progress of knowledge, when lady poets 
and authors were not rare in society, when women 
had not been reduced to the status of $udras 
by their being declared ineligible for wpanayana 
and other religious privileges, they would not have 
made some of their caustic and disparaging remarks 
about the weaker sex. The illiteracy of women and 
their general backwardness made the temptation to 
pass patronising remarks too strong. This tendency 
will disappear as soon as women take their natural 
place by the side of men as their honoured, valued and 
well equipped coworkers. 

One of the natural consequences of the general 
deterioration in the position of women was the theory 
of their perpetual tutelage. Let us now examine 
the precise implications of this famous adage. 


1 Hfa*: sreft f*W fsmf5WT i 
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It may be observed at the outset that no such 
theory is ever advanced by any authority down to 
about 800 b. c., when women were being properly 
educated in cultured families and married after they 
had become fairly well equipped for the family life. 
The decisive part which ladies like Sifea, Kaikayf, 
Kunti, and Draupadi played in the determination of 
momentous issues makes it quite clear that women had 
an effective voice even in matters of moment in' 
earlier days. It was only when education of women 
declined and girls began to be married at an immature 
age, that the theory of the prepetual tutelage of 
women appeared in the field. 

The original idea of - those who were responsible 
for the above theory was not so much to deny freedom to 
women, -they undoubtedly were for its curtailment,-as 
to afford them additional protection. The disability 
that was imposed was primarily intended for the 
benefit of women. As a woman herself has observed in 
the Mahabharata, to be without a proper protector 
is a great calamity for the fair sex in this world, which 
is full of wickedness 1 . Manu therefore ordains that 
the father ought to protect a woman while she is a 
maiden, the husband when she has married, and the 
sons when the husband is no more ; a woman ought 
not to remain independent. In the immediately 
next verse Manu points out that the father would be 
to blame if he does not marry his daughter in proper 
time, the husband, if he does not look after his wife 
properly, and the soft, if he does not protect his 


1 fWPWf few* ITT jasrat faff TRT II 1,172,12. 
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mother during her old age 1 . It is thus clear that Manu’s 
aim was not so much to deny all freedom to women' 
as to ensure for them an adequate and conti- 
nuous protection throughout the life. It cannot be 
gainsaid that the world being what it is, society c ann ot, 
take too much care in the matter. Yajnavalkya 
also enunciates the doctrine of the dependence of 
women, but with him also it is a natural corollary of 
the continuous protection that has to be afforded to 
them throughout their life 2 . 

In course of time, however, the phrase began to 
be taken out of its context, and people began to 
interpret it literally. A woman deserves no inde- 
pendence ; therfore it follows that she ought not 
to do anything on her own responsibility and initia- 
tive in childhood, youth and even in old age. She 
must obey the father in childhood, the husband in 
youth, and sons in old age 3 . . 

Unfortunately cirumstances favoured the further 
curtailment of the freedom of women, as was inevitable 
under the influence of the above adage. Prom about 
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the beginning of the Christian era, as we have shown 
already, women ceased to receive proper education 
and began to be married at an early age. As a rule, 
therefore, they were inferior to men in intelligence, 
grasping power and the experience of the world. It was 
therefore natural that some social thinkers should 
have come forward to emphasise that women have 
to be protected, not so much because it is the chival- 
rous duty of the stronger sex to do so, but because 
they are incapable of standing on their own legs. 
They must be always under the leading strings of men ; 
they deserve no independence. 

It must be, however, pointed out that the maxim 
‘ Women deserve no independence ’ was not literally 
interpreted even by those who neglected the protec- 
tion aspect of the doctrine. Manu, for instance, allows 
the wife large powers in the management of the 
household. It was she who was to control its ex- 
penditure and supervise the general arrangements of 
the kitchen, furniture, and periodical religious and 
secular functions 1 . Narada, who has emphasised on the 
perpetual tutelage of women, lays down that at the 
death of the father, the mother was to be preferred as 
the guardian of the minor children to any other male 
relation (I, 37); her perpetual tutelage did not disquali- 
fy her for the task. The view that mothers in 
their old age should be under the control and guidance 
of their sons, though expressed in some Smritis, never 
found general acceptance in society. As a matter of fact 
writers like Manu, wha have advocated this view, 
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have themselves abandoned it later on. Thus Mann 
does not allow sons to excercise even their legal right 
to claim a partition, as long as their mother is alive. 
It was thus the major sons and not the aged mother, 
who suffered from want of independence. After the 
death of the f/ither, even when sons were majors, it was 
the mother who, in practice if not in theory, guided 
and controlled the household. We have already seen 
in chapter VI (ante, pp. 220-2 ) how queen regents 
used to excercise considerable influence over the 
general administration of their kingdoms by taking 
the reins of government in their own hands. The 
influence continued even when sons used to attain 
majority. This would be quite clear from the pro- 
minent part which KuntI, for instance, played in 
shaping the policy of her sons. Every one who knows 
anything of Hindu society is well aware of the impor- 
tant position which the mother usually occupies in the 
counsels of the family. The juridical doctrine of 
dependence of women vanished before the great re- 
verence that was instinctively shown to the mother by 
her sons. Hence she occupied an honoured and exalted 
position in the family. Even foreigners were very often 
struck by it. Thus Dr. Leitner, the Educational 
Commissioner in the Punjab during the 3rd quarter 
of the last century, has observed that the difficult 
task of mediation in family disputes was best per- 
formed by the elderly women of the household. 

That the doctrine of the perpetual tutelage of 
women was not seriously tak^n by Hindu society 
will also become clear from the history of their pro- 
prietary rights discussed in Chapters VIII and IX. 
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We have seen how these rights went on expanding 
pari passu with the greater and greater emphasis that 
was being given to the doctrine of perpetual tutelage. 
The logical corollary of the doctrine should have been 
to curtail the property rights of women ; why concede 
these to them when their male guardians, and not 
they themselves, were going to excercise them ? The 
fact, however, was that the doctrine of perpetual de- 
pendence of women was never seriously subscribed 
to by Hindu society, though some of its jurists had 
solemnly initiated it. Proprietary rights of women 
went on developing in spite of the doctrine. The only 
result of material consequence which it produced was 
to circumscribe women’s power to dispose of immo- 
veable property. It has to be noted, however, that 
the rights of males also were by no means un- 
restricted in this matter. 

It is however necessary to point out here that 
the doctrine of the perpetual tutelage of women was 
universally accepted almost everywhere till quite recent 
times. * To the average Athenian ’ says Prof. Gilbert 
Murray, ‘ it was probably rather wicked for a woman 
to have any character, wicked for her to take 
part in public life, wicked for her to acquire learning. 
Even the great philosopher Aristotle thought that like 
slaves, artisans and traders, women should occupy a 
subordinate place. Their will is weak, virtue less 
perfect and self-sufficient, and deliberative faculty 
rather inconclusive. Male by nature is superior and 
female inferior. The .one rules and the other is ruled, 
and this principle of necessity extends to all mankind 1 , 
l Politica, 1254, b, 1260, a. 
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The Roman Law regarded the wife as the daughter of 
her husband as far as her juridical status was con- 
cerned ; for a long time she could not sign a will, make 
a contract or become a witness. Down to c. 200 a. d., 
even mothers of several children continued to be under 
the tutelage of their male relations. ‘ Woman is 
always dependent,’ says Confucius, * and owes due 
homage to her father-in-law and husband.’ In the 
Christian marriage, the wife has to take the vow 
of obedience at the time of her marriage ; logically 
speaking this places her under the perpetual tutelage 
of her husband. The Bible argues that women 
should never usurp authority over men, but be always 
subordinate to them, firstly because Eve, and not 
Adam, was deceived (I Timothy ii, 9-15), and second- 
ly because the former was created out of a rib of 
the latter. At the synod of Macon in 585 a. d., 
the assembled bishops debated with much earnestness 
as to whether women were human beings at all, and 
finally concluded that they were. Numberless writers 
of medieval Europe have emphasised the inherent 
inferiority of women. Milton, for instance, held 
that women ought to obey without argument. His 
Eve says to Adam, 

My Author and Disposer, what thou bidst, 

Unargued I obey, so God ordains ; 

God is thy law, thou mine ; to know no more, 

Is woman’s happiest knowledge and her praise. 

Even Rousseau, the apostle of freedom who be- 
wailed the fact that man thoijgh bom free should 
be in chains everywhere, condemned women to a 
servile position. * Girls,’ he argues, ‘ should be early 
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subjected to restraint. This misfortune, if it be really 
one, is inseparable from their sex.’ Even educated 
and cultured ladies of the 18th century felt that 
women could never dream of independence. While 
writing about the education of girls, Hannah Moore 
says, ‘ Girls should be led to distrust their own judg- 
ment ; they should learn not to murmur at expostula- 
tion, they should be accustomed to expect and en- 
dure opposition. They should acquire a submissive 
temper and forbearing spirit. They must endure to 
be thought wrong sometimes, when they cannot 
but feel that they are right 1 .’ The French Revolu- 
tion, which stood for Equality, was not prepared to 
grant it to women. The French National Assembly 
treated women so contemptously that it refused even 
to read their petition (George, p. 186). In the Anti- 
Slavery Congress held in London in 1840, women 
delegates from .America were not admitted because 
British representatives felt that it was contrary to the 
word of God that women should sit in the Congress. 
In England there was a determined opposition to the 
admission of women to the medical course down to 
1888 a. d. Oxford University admitted women 
students, but would not give them any degrees till 
1920 a. d. Cambridge; though bantered and ridi- 
culed into granting degrees to women, still refuses to 
grant them the right to vote at meetings, where men 
holding corresponding degrees, are allowed to vote. 
Until the Great War succeeded in shattering old 
beliefs and fetters, women did not succeed in winning 


l Davies, A short History of Women , p,-857. 
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elementary political rights. They are still without 
franchise in some countries in Europe. 

We should therefore note in fairness that the 
doctrine of perpetual tutelage of women that came 
to be advocated in ancient India, when women ceased 
to be educated and began to be married early in their 
childhood, was almost universally subscribed till 
the beginning of the 20th century. The relatively 
stronger position of men in all the spheres of life, their 
better education, stronger muscles, leadership in 
literature and jurisprudence, naturally helped the 
spread of the notion. Down to the middle of the 
last century public opinion averred in the West also 
that men were by nature superior to women mentally, 
morally and physically ; the latter must therefore 
be ruled by the former. Ambition and independence 
were unfeminine attributes ; women have to cultivate 
obedience, humility and unselfishness.. 

To conclude, from about the beginning of the 
Christian era, Hindu society began to assume a 
patronising attitude towards women, as was done 
almost everywhere both in the West and the East till 
quite recently. While solicitous to increase the scope 
of their proprietary rights, while anxious to ensure all 
creature comforts to them, it failed to assess their 
proper worth with an impartial mind. The tendency 
to pass disparaging remarks about women in general 
became commoner. Some thinkers like Varahamihira 
no doubt realised its danger and proceeded to nip it 
in the bud. But they did not get as much support 
in society as their cause deserved. This, however, 
need not surprise us. The general position of women 
26 [ w.H.o. ] 
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had really deteriorated. They were no longer 
receiving any education. Theologically they had been 
reduced to the status of the $udras." Early marriages 
interfered with the proper development of their charac- 
ter. It could no longer be properly moulded in the 
loving and sympathetic atmosphere pf < the parents’ 
house. Girls had to leave it at an early age and 
migrate to the house of the parents-in-law, where an 
atmosphere of awe prevailed, and where they 
had to play the junior to a large number of elders, 
who were often not sufficiently sympathetic. When 
they grew old, they had the apprehension of superses- 
sion. As a consequence their character suffered from 
forced repression in some directions and unnatural 
stimulation in others, as does that of men also under 
an unsympathetic foreign rule. As a consequence, 
women began to show greater pettiness, narrowminded- 
ness and peevishness than men. The tendency to 
pass disparaging and patronising remarks about their 
character therefore became almost irresistible. Men 
should have tried to investigate into the causes of 
this phenomenon with a view to remove them. In 
stead of doing so, they allowed themselves to succumb 
to the temptation of merely passing uncharitable 
remarks about the weaker sex. This weakness, how- 
ever, was not peculiar to Hindu civilisation, but was 
shared by it with all other contemporary cultures. 
The tendency to adopt a patronising attitude towards 
women will disappear as soon as women take their 
proper place as valued and well-equipped coworkers 
with men. This desideratum will be achieved at no 
distant date, when we consider the rapid strides which 
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female education is taking at present. There is no 
doubt that men are at present trying their best to 
help in the moral, intellectual and physical develop- 
ment of women. It is to be hoped that our sisters 
will regard this as a partial compensation for our 
patronising attitude and sins of omission and commis- 
sion in the past, which were almost unavoidable 
in an age of darkness prevailing all over the world. 



CHAPTER XII 


Retrospect and Prospect 

i 

We have now finished the task of describing the 
history and vicissitudes of the status and condition of 
women in the course of the long history of Hindu 
civilisation. We saw howj the position, powers, status 
and disabilities of the daughter, the wife and the widow 
went on changing in course of time. Women once enjoy- 
ed considerable freedom and privileges in the spheres of 
family, religion and public life; but as centuries rolled 
on, the situation went on changing adversely. On the 
other hand we found that the proprietary rights went 
on gradually expanding in spite of the growing ten- 
dency to regard t women as unfit for independence. 

The method we have so far followed was the 
vertical one ; we isolated each topic, custom or in- 
stitution and treated its history and development from 
age to age. This must have enabled the reader to per- 
ceive clearly the evolution of the different stages in the 
development of different ideas, customs and institutions. 
The method, however, has one defect ; it does not enable 
the reader to get a comprehensive and detailed picture 
of any one period as whole. He will have to consult 
the different chapters of the work afresh if, for instance, 
he desires to have a synthetic picture of the position of 
women as a whole, either in the Yedic or in the 
Upanishadic period. It is therefore necessary and 
desirable to follow the horizontal method of narration 
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as well, and proceed to delineate the position of 
women as a whole in the different epochs of our long 
history. This will enable the reader to have a full 
picture of each period and find out how far the position 
as a whole went on improving or deteriorating 1 . It will 
be also possible to discuss here the general causes res- 
ponsible for the changes at a greater length and in a 
more connected manner than was so far possible to do 
in the preceding chapters. 

It will be convenient to divide the period we have 
to survey into four divisions : — 

1. The Age of the Yedas, from c. 2500 to c. 1500 

B. C. 

2. The Age of the later Samhitas, Brahmanas 

and Upanishads, c. 1500 b. c., to c. 500 b. o. 

3. The Age of the Sutras, Epics and early Smritis, 

c. 500 b. c. to c. 500 A. D. 

4. The Age of later Smritis, Commentators and 

Digest writers, c. 500 a. d. to c. 1800 a. d. 

The periods of the last two epochs are chronolo- 
gically definite ; those of the first two are, however, 
rather vague, and there is as yet no unanimity about 
their precise duration. The limits suggested for them 
above are, however, the most probable ones, and are 
usually accepted by the majority of scholars. 

For the purposes of the proposed survey, period 
by period, it is unfortunately not possible to divide 
the history into smaller and more numerous periods. 
The data at our disposal are too scanty for the pur- 

l References te original authorities are, as a rule, not given 
in this chapter, as it is based upon conclusions already proved in 
the preceding pages. 
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pose. The difficulty is further increased by our in- 
ability to know the precise dates of many of our 
authorities. Some of the works are further compo- 
site ones ; there can be, for instance, no doubt that 
the present Mahabharata and Manusmriti contain 
ideas popular in epochs, which were separated from 
each other by more than half a millennium. The 
period-wise survey is therefore beset with consider- 
able difficulties, but has to be nevertheless attempted 
for the general reader in the interest of clarity. 

The Vedic Age : c . 2500 b. c. to 1500 b. c. 

Our readers know already that the position of 
women in the Vedic age was far from being analogous 
to what it usually is in early uncivilised societies. 
In communities that have not yet emerged from bar- 
barism, there hardly exist any checks on the tyranny 
of man over woman. Ill-usage, underfeeding and 
overworking are pushed to the greatest limit, com- 
patible with the preservation of the race. Women 
are divorced, abandoned, sold or killed at the mere 
whim of men. They have to carry about children, 
and also serve as beasts of burden, when the tribe 
moves from one place to another. The treatment 
thus meted out to them need not cause any surprise ; 
in primitive life the muscle was an indispensable 
element in success and the man was stronger in it 
than the woman. He fought with the animals and 
enemies to protect women and children? he chased 
the big game to feed* the family. Physical prowess, 
bodily vigour and muscular strength thus naturally 
established man’s permanent superiority over 



XIl] WOMEN IN PRIMITIVB SOCIETY 407 

woman, who besides lacking these qualities, was 
periodically in a most helpless condition a few weeks 
before and after her frequent confinements. Man 
had not yet developed sufficient culture and sensi- 
bility to make him feel and realise that women under- 
go these trials and tribulations for the sake of the race, 
and therefore deserve to be treated with utmost sym- 
pathy and consideration. It was taken for granted 
everywhere that women as such can have no rights 
and privileges. They were inherently inferior to men 
and therefore must be always subordinate to them. 
This was the case, for instance, in ancient Greece ; 
as a writer has trenchantly put it, ‘ There was no 
woman question at Athens because all women were as 
mere vegetables, and there was no woman question at 
Sparta because both men and women there were 
little better than animals 1 . The archaic Roman law 
granted to the husband the power over the life and the 
limbs of the wife, and for many centuries matrons with 
several children continued to be under the tutelage of 
their male relations. In ancient Palestine the woman 
was a piece of property to be bought and sold. 

The position which women occupied in Hindu 
society at the dawn of civilisation during the Vedic 
age is much better than what we ordinarily expect it 
to have been. There are no doubt a few indications 
to show that brides were sometimes sold in marriage 
or even carried away by force. But the better 
conscience of society had already begun to assert it- 
self, and condemn these practices- as unholy and un- 
worthy. The ideal marriage of the Yedic period was a 
1 Davies, A short History of Women, p. 172. 
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religious sacrament, which made the couple joint 
owners of the household. The old tradition that the 
wife was the property of the husband had not yet 
completely died down ; the famous hymn about 
gambling in the Rigveda (X, 84) shows that some- 
times confirmed gamblers would stake c away their 
wives to their opponents. The advice given to the 
gambler in this hymn, however, shows that social con- 
science had already begun to disapprove this practice. 

On the whole the position of women was fairly 
satisfactory in the Yedic age. Ordinarily girls were no 
doubt less welcome than boys, but we must add that 
there were also some parents in society who would 
perform special religious rutuals for the good luck of 
getting learned and capable daughters. Girls were 
educated like boys and had to pass through a period of 
Brahmacharya. Many of them used to become dis- 
tinguished poetesses, and the poems of some of them 
have been honoured by their inclusion in the canonical 
literature. The marriages of girls used to take place 
at a fairly advanced age, the normal time being the age 
of 16 or 17. Educated brides of this age had naturally 
an effective voice in the selection of their partners in 
life. Very often there were love marriages, which were 
later blessed by parents. There was no seclusion of 
women ; they used to move freely in society, often even 
in the company of their lovers. In social and religious 
gatherings they occupied a prominent position. Women 
had an absolute equality with men in the eye of 
religion; they could perform sacrifices independent- 
ly and were not regarded as an impediment in religious 
pursuits. Marriage in fact was a religious necessity 
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to both the man and the woman ; neither could reach 
heaven without being accompanied by his duly married 
consort. The position of the wife was an honoured 
one in the family. In theory she was the joint owner 
of the household with her husband, though in actual 
practice, she, was the subordinate partner. In rich 
and royal families polygamy prevailed to some extent, 
but ordinarily monogamy was the rule. If a wife 
had the misfortune to be widowed, she had not to 
ascend her husband’s funeral pyre. The Satl cus- 
• tom was not in vogue at all ; the widow could, if she 
liked, contract another marriage, either regularly or 
under the custom of Niyoga. The main disabilities 
from which women suffered in this age, as well as in 
the next one, were proprietary ones. They could hold 
or inherit no property. We also do not come across 
any queens reigning independently or as regents. 
Considering the general position of women as deli- 
neated above, these disabilities come as a great sur- 
prise to us, but a little reflection will show that they 
were natural and inevitable. The Aryans were gra- 
dually establishing their rule in a foreign country 
surrounded on all sides by an indigenous hostile popu- 
lation that considerably outnumbered them. Under 
such circumstances queens ruling in their own rights, 
or as regents, were naturally unknown. Landed 
property could be owned only by one who had the 
power to defend it against actual or potential 
rivals and enemies. Women were obviously unable 
to do this and so could hold no property. The transi- 
tion from the communal to the family ownership of 
land was just taking place ; the conception of the rights 
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of the different members of the family, even when 
males, was yet to crystalise. Naturally therefore 
women, like many other male members of the family, 
were incapable of owning property ; the patriarch was 
its sole owner and guardian. 

The position of women on the whqle was fairly 
satisfactory. In the Yedic literature there are no 
doubt a few observations like ‘ Women have a fickle 
mind,’ ‘ Women can be easily won over by one who is 
handsome and can sing and dance well.’ They, however, 
reflect the light-hearted cynicism of some poets, and 
do not embody the considered views of the leaders of 
society. The community as a whole was showing 
proper concern and respect for women, allowing them 
considerable freedom in the different activities of the 
social and political life. 

The Age of the later Samhttas, 
Brahmanas and Upanishads. 

(C. 1500 to c. 500 b. c.) 

The changes which took place during this period 
in the position of women were gradual. Their 
proprietary rights continued to be unrecognised, 
the only exception being in favour of marriage 
gifts of moveable property. In the higher sections 
of society the Sacred Initiation (upanayana) of girls 
was common, and they subsequently used to go 
through a course of education. Some of them used to 
attain distinction in the realm of theology and philo- 
sophy, and a considerable number of women used to 
follow the teaching career. There was, however, a 
gradual decline in female education as the period 
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advanced. The system of sending out girls to famous 
teachers or centres of education came to be discourag- 
ed ; it was laid down that only near relations like the 
father, the brother or the uncle should teach them at 
home. Naturally therefore religious and secular 
training becsyne possible only in the case of the girls 
of rich and cultured families. As a consequence there 
arose a tendency to curtail the religious rights and pri- 
vileges of the average woman ; many functions in the 
sacrifice, which formerly could be performed by the 
wife alone now came to be assigned to male sub- 
stitutes. Some sacrifices like Kudrayaga and Sltayaga 
continued to be performed by women alone, and when 
the husband was out, the service of the sacrificial fire 
continued to be entrusted to the wife. In cultured 
families women used to recite their Yedic prayers morn- 
ing and evening, and perform sacrifices on their hus- 
bands’ behalf, when they were otherwise preoccupied. 

The marriage age of the bride continued to be 
about 16. In practice, if not in theory, brides had 
some voice in the selection of their partners in life, 
and svayamvara was fairly common in Kshatriya 
circles. The marriage ideals and the mutual relations 
and rights of the parties continued to be more or less 
the same as they were in the earlier age. Divorce was 
permitted to the wife, though the permission was not 
extensively availed of. The Sati custom was al- 
together unknown, and the widow had the option of 
remarriage either with her brother-in-law or with an 
outsider. Naturally there was »o tonsure of widows, 
Purda was altogether unknown, but women had 
ceased to attend public meetings. 
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Before we proceed to delineate the picture of 
the condition of women in the next two periods, let us 
pause a while to consider the causes of this phenome- 
non of a relatively better condition and status 
of women in these early centuries, as compared to 
what it became in subsequent epochs. The reader has 
already seen in the foregoing pages fiow there took 
place a continuous and gradual deterioration in the 
position of women as a whole during the next two 
thousand years ( c . 500 b. c., to c. 1500 a. d.). How 
are we to explain this phenomenon ? Usually we find • 
that the condition of women improves as society ad- 
vances to modem times. How is it that there is an 
exception in the case of the position of women in 
Hindu civilisation ? 

The relatively more satisfactory position of 
women in the two epochs we have just surveyed was 
due, partly to political and partly to religious causes. 
As a rule in a community, which is civilised and is 
moving in search of pastures fresh and new, women 
occupy an honorable position. Men are mostly 
engrossed in military or semi-military activities, 
and they have to rely to a very great degree on the 
help and co-Operation of women in the normal spheres 
and activities of family life. Under such circum- 
stances women can clearly and convincingly demons- 
trate to men that they are not parasites, but 
very useful members of society, whose co-operation 
is very valuable in securing prosperity in peace and 
victory in war. It«is well known that the Great 
War worked as a miracle in winning over the most 
deadly opponents of women’s franchise. In July 
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1914 even Liberal British statesmen would not think 
of giving franchise to women, although the latter had 
exhausted all constitutional and unconstitutional 
means of agitation for securing their objective. In 
November 1918 there was not a single member in the 
same old Parliament to oppose the proposal to 
enfranchise millions of women. The valuable part which 
women had played in the prosecution of the Great 
War had disarmed all opposition. 

It would appear that the general freedom and 
.better status which women ep joyed in the Yedic age 
were largely due to men being engrossed in the work of 
conquest and consolidation. Women used to take an 
active part in agriculture, and the manufacture of 
cloth, bows, arrows and other war material. They 
were thus useful members of society, and could not be 
therefore treated with an air of patronage or contempt. 
The cheap or forced labour of the enslaved popula- 
tion was not yet available to the Aryans for the tasks 
mentioned above. 

It may be pointed out that women in the age 
of Homer (c. 1000 b. c.) occupied a much more hono- 
rable position in Greek society than they did in the 
days of Pericles (c. 500 b. c.). Causes were more or 
less similar. In the Homeric age women were pro- 
ductive and valuable members of society. They 
worked as hard as men, and managed the house- 
hold without much co-operation from their male 
relations or slaves. The whole process of garment 
making was under their supervision in Greece, as it was 
in India. They brought water, they washed clothes, 
they cooked food. * In the age of Pericles slavery had 
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become an established institution and all manual work 
in the household was done by slaves. The wife lost 
nearly all her occupations. She became a parasite 
and society ceased to respect her. 

The exigencies of the political situation in the 
Yedic period were responsible for the abolition of the 
prehistoric Sati custom and the sanctioning of 
Niyoga and remarriage. Like Hitler and Mussolini, 
Vedic chiefs were anxious for heroes, more heroes, 
and still more heroes. The gospel they preached to 
the householder was not of eight sons of the later days, 
but of ten. The non-Aryans were probably out- 
numbering the Aryans, and they were anxious to have 
as strong and numerous an army as possible. Under 
these circumstances it would have been a suicidical 
policy to encourage the revival of the nearly dead 
custom of Sati or to prohibit widow remarriages. 
Society came tb the definite conclusion that its vital 
interests demanded that the custom of Sati should be 
interdicted, and that widows should be allowed and 
encouraged to marry and mutliply the stock. 

Another factor responsible for the relatively 
satisfactory position of women was the influence of 
religion. Asceticism was at a discount in the Yedic 
age. Maidens and bachelors had no admission to 
heaven ; gods accepted no oblations offered by the 
unmarried. It was essential to offer the ordained 
sacrifices to gods for procuring happiness and prospe- 
rity both here and hereafter, and they could be pro- 
perly performed by tfne husband and the wife officiat- 
ing together. Wife was not an impediment but an 
absolute necessity in the religious service. This 
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circumstance naturally helped to raise her status. 
To enable her to discharge her religious duties pro- 
perly, it was necessary to ordain that her 
ujpanayana should be duly performed ; this ensured a 
proper training and education to girls. It required 
at least half dozen years to complete the educational 
course ; that naturally rendered early marriages im- 
practicable. When girls were properly educated and 
married at the mature age of 16 or 17, a considerable 
Regard had naturally to be shown to their own likes 
•and dislikes at the time of the marriage. Love 
marriages were also inevitable when girls remained 
unmarried to that advanced age and were moving 
freely in society. 

It will be thus seen from the above discussion 
how down to about 500 b. c. the custom of Sat! 
and child marriage did not exist to embitter the lot 
of the woman, how she was properly educated and 
given the same religious privileges as man, how she 
could have a voice in the settlement of her marri- 
age and occupy an honoured position in the household, 
how she could move freely in family and society and 
take an intelligent part in public affairs, and how it was 
possible for her to take to a career, if urged by an incli- 
nation or a necessity. 

The Age of the Sutras, The Epics 

AND THE EARLY SmRITIS. 

(c. 500 B. C. to C. 500 A. D.) 

The position of women deteriorated considerably 
in this period, and its causes may be conveniently dis- 
cussed here. Some centuries before the beginning 
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of this period, the Aryan rule had become well estab- 
lished over the greater part of India. The Aryan 
conquest of the indigenous population and its loose 
incorporation in the social structure of the victors as 
members of the fourth $udra class, had given rise to a 
huge population of a semi-servile status. We saw 
that the introduction of slavery revolutionised the 
position of women in the classical period of Greek 
history ; they became parasites and lost the esteem of 
society. The same happened in India, when a 
definite semi-servile status came to be assigned to the 
$udra class within Hindu society, service of the Aryan 
conquerors being its only and definite duty. Women, 
however, did not suffer merely because they ceased to 
be productive members of society. A greater cala- 
mity awaited them from the presence of $udra wo- 
men. In the earlier period of their expansion, the 
Aryans followed the traditions of ruthless warfare. 
Indra, we are told, trampled upon the Dasyus in their 
cave retreats. When, however, the Aryans reached 
the upper Gangetic plain, they found that the indi- 
genous civilisation there was too deep-rooted to be 
completely wiped out by them. They had to remain 
content merely with imposing their sovereignty, very 
often merely a nominal one, over the original inhabi- 
tants, variously described as Dasas, &udras, or Nagas. 
When the two races proceeded to live together 
peacefully, inter-marriage3 became inevitable. In 
the age of the Rigveda, we do not come across any 
cases of Arya-^udra marriages. The Brahamanas and 
the epics, however, supply ample evidence to show 
that the Aryan chiefs were freely marrying non- Aryan 
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princesses in the later period. Arjuna married Udupi, 
a Naga princess-regent. Bhlma married Hidimba, a 
sister of a Rakshasa chief. The sage Kavasha, who 
plays an important part in the Aitareya Brahmana, 
was the son of a slave girl. These examples are only 
typical and would show that in the concluding half 
of the later Samhita period (c. 1000 b. c. to c. 500 
b. c.), the marriages of Aryan men with non- Aryan 
women were becoming common. It is important to 
note that the early Dharma^astra writers have no 
objection to an Aryan marrying a $udra woman, 
provided he had another Aryan wife J it is only later 
writers who proceed to interdict such a procedure 
with a great vehemence 1 . 

The introduction of the non-Aryan wife into the 
Aryan household is the key to the general deteriora- 
tion of the position of women, that gradually and im- 
perceptibly started at about 1000 b.* c., and became 
quite marked in about 500 years. The non- 
Aryan wife with her ignorance of Sanskrit language 
and Hindu religion could obviously not enjoy the 
same religious privileges as the Aryan consort. Asso- 
ciation with her must have tended to affect the purity 
of speech of the Aryan cowife as well. Very often the 
non- Aryan wife may have been the favourite one of 
her husband, who may have often attempted to asso- 
ciate her with his religious sacrifices in preference to 
her better educated but less loved Aryan cowife. 


jsfarfssRfa 5nrr vrwfafaw?* n 
mnWt MPiWiwwFr * i 

vflKswf a sfMAMi II Manu, III, 14,16. 

27 [ W.H.C. ] 



418 RETROSPECT AND PROSPECT [OH. 

This must have naturally led to grave mistakes and 
anomalies in the performance of the ritual, which 
must have shocked orthodox priests. The first 
remedy they must have thought of was to declare the 
non-Aryan wife to be unfit for association with her 
husband in religious rituals. ‘The black non-Aryan 
wife may be her husband’s associate in pleasure, but 
not in religious rituals’ say several authorities 1 . But a 
mighty king, mad with love for his non- Ary an beloved, 
was not to be dictated to by a priesthood dependent 
upon him for its subsistence. He would insist upon 
having his own favourite wife by his side at the time 
of his sacrifices, no matter her race or caste. 

How then was the situation to be retrieved ? 
Eventually it was felt that the object could be gained 
by declaring the whole class of women to be ineligible 
for Vedic studies and religious duties. There would then 
be no question of rejecting admission to a non- Ary an 
wife and granting it to an Aryan one ; all would be in- 
eligible and none need be offended. It is AitWayana 
who is seen advocating this view by about 200 b. c. 
It is however almost certain that he is merely a typical 
representative of a powerful school reaching back to 
a fairly great antiquity. It is not impossible that his 
school may be as old as 500 b. c., if not even earlier. 

The growing complexity of the Vedic sacrifices 
was another factor that tended to make the wife’s 
association in religious rituals a more and more formal 
affair in course of time. In the Vedic age, a young 
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maiden would take a Soma stalk and proceed straight 
to offer it to Indra in a sacrifice performed by her all 
alone. In course of time the sacrifice became a very 
complex affair, and the slightest mistake in its per- 
formance or the recitation of its hymns and formulas 
was regarded.as frought with very grave consequences. 
It required a long training to get the necessary capa- 
city to follow intelligently the minute details of the 
complicated sacrifice, and the average woman had not 
so much time to devote for the purpose. In the Yedic 
age she was married at about the age of 16 or 17 ; 
she could thus devote six or seven years to her Yedic 
studies before her marriage. During this period a 
girl could equip herself fairly well for her 
post-marriage participation in sacrifices, as the Vedic 
literature was then not extensive and could be studied 
as popular religious poetry. The sacrificial ritual 
was also simple. Towards the end of the period of 
the later Samhitas and Brahmanas, a maiden could 
hardly hope to get a full and adequate knowledge 
necessary for the purpose, unless she remained un- 
married till about the age of 22 or 24. This was an 
impracticable proposition for the average girl. 
There were new forces in society which were 
clamouring for early marriages. The Aryans had 
settled down in a rich and prosperous country and 
their political supremacy had become unquestioned. 
Naturally they took to an easy and luxurious life, and 
the marriageable age of boys and girls began to be 
lowered. In the Bigvedic age the father was anxious 
to have strong and numerous sons more for secular 
than for religious "purposes ; in the days of the later 
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Samhitas, the son became a religious rather than a 
secular necessity. A man comes to this world, it was 
pointed out, saddled with a threefold debt; the most 
important one of these was the debt to the manes 
which could be liquidated only by the birth of a son. 
Why then not marry a girl as soon as she attains 
maturity and is in a position to present a son to her 
husband ? Why wait for three or four years un- 
necessarily ? It may be noted that when Kagva learns 
that his daughter had contracted a love marriage with 
Dushyanta, a passage later interpolated in the Maha- 
bharata, represents him as blaming himself rather 
than his daughter. He practically admits that it was 
his mistake not to have married his daughter earlier ; 
so many months had passed away uselessly since the 
time she could have got a son 1 . 

Owing to the different causes narrated above, 
at the beginning of this period (c. 500 b. c.), there arose 
a tendency to lower the marriageable age of girls, and 
as a consequence, to discourage their upanayana 
and education. Down to about the beginning of 
the, Christian era, in cases of difficulty parents were 
permitted to keep their daughters unmarried to the 
age of 16 or 17, but it was emphasised that it would be 
advisable to get them married soon after the attain- 
ment of puberty. The view that women should not 
be at all allowed to participate in sacrifices was no 
doubt not accepted by society, but its vigorous advocacy 
by one school, along with the general lowering of the 
marriage age, tended to a growing and inevitable neglect 
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of the Yedic education of girls. During the first half 
of this period a few maidens continued to specialise 
in Yedic studies and rituals, but the majority of girls 
used to go merely through the formality of upanayana 
just before the celebration of their marriage. It is 
doubtful whether they were in a position to recite their 
morning and evening prayers. At about 200 a. d., it 
was felt that this meaningless formality should be 
discontinued. It was declared that marraiage was 
\he substitute for upanayana in the case of girls ; 
they need not have any separate sacred initiation. 

Upanayana was usually performed at about the 
age of 9 or 10, and the same age now came to be re- 
garded as the ideal time of marriage for girls. Towards 
the end of this period (c. 500 a. d.), parents could 
not usually keep their daughters unmarried after the 
age of 12. 

The discontinuance of upanayana, the neglect 
of education and the lowering of the marriage age 
produced disastrous consequences upon the position 
and status of women. Early marriage put an effective 
impediment in the higher education of girls. Brides 
being too young and inexperienced, ceased to have 
any effective voice in the settlement of their marriages. 
Svayamvara continued to be in vogue in Kshatriya 
circles, but it came to be condemned by Brahmanical 
writers. Love marriages became a thing of the past. 
Child wives with no education worth the name be- 
came the order of the day, and they could not natu< 
rally command respect from thgir husbands. Not in- 
frequently parents had to marry their daughters in a 
hurry, lest the girls should attain puberty before their 
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marriage. The matches arranged under such cir- 
cumstances were often ill suited, and women were thus 
often compelled to spend their lives with unsuitable 
or unworthy partners. It is painful to find that 
Smriti writers should have come forward to preach 
the gospel that a wife should always revere her hus- 
band as God, even if he were a moral wreck. 

During the first half of this period widow re- 
marriages and Niyoga continued to be permitted, but 
the volume of public opinion against these customs 
was increasing, and they came to be eventually inter- 
dicted at about 500 a. d. Marriage was regarded as 
a religious sacrament in the Yedic period also, and yet 
society was permitting divorce and remarriage in ex- 
ceptional cases. During the period under review, 
marriage became an irrevocable union, irrevocable, 
however, only so far as the wife was concerned. 
The husband could discard his wife for the grave 
offence of not being sufficiently submissive. The wife 
however could not take^ a similar step and marry a 
second time, even if her husband had taken to vicious 
ways and completely abandoned her. This differential 
treatment was due to the simple fact that women were 
no longer able to effectively oppose these absurd theo- 
ries and claims, most of them being uneducated and 
quite ignorant of their former status and privileges. 

The age of city or small states had gone, and 
the Hindu kingdoms in this period became fairly 
extensive. The splendour of royal courts naturally 
increased, and kings <began to keep a much bigger 
harem than what was ever dreamt of in previous epochs. 
Their example was imitated by theiv numerous feuda- 
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tones and rich subjects. This produced a very un- 
favourable consequence upon the condition and status 
of the vast majority of women of the upper classes, and 
it had its natural repercussions on the status of wives 
in ordinary families. The dictum, ‘ The wife ought 
to revere her .husband as a god, even if he were vicious 
and void of any merit’, was probably written with a 
particular reference to the unfortunate denizens of 
the harems in rich families ; subsequently the advice 
’came to be extended to the whole sex. One can 
hardly excuse Smriti writers for having enunciated 
this absurd and inequitable doctrine, though one can 
understand 'that their motive may have been partly 
to discourage a hasty tendency to sever the marital 
tie. They have, however, never dreamt of preaching 
a similar gospel to the husband ; they permit him to 
discard his first wife on the most flimsy grounds. 

The growing harems of the mighty kings natural- 
ly made them jealous, and some of them sought to 
keep their wives in seclusion. The Purda system, 
however, was yet confined only to a very small section 
of the royal families ; majority of kings did not care to 
adopt it. 

The period of 350 years between 200 b. o. and 
150 a. d. was a very dark and dismal one for Northern 
India. The fertile plains of the Punjab and the 
Gangetic valley were subjected during this period to 
one foreign invasion after another. First came the 
Greeks, who under Demetrius and Menander ( c . 190- 
150 b. o.) were able to penetrate right up to Oudh 
and Bihar. Then came the Scythians and the Par- 
thians (c. 100 b. o» to 50 a. d.)> whose frightful wars. 
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of ' conquest reduced Hindu population by one half, 
25 percent, being killed and 25 percent, being enslaved 
and carried away 1 . These barbarians were followed by 
the Kushanas, who succeeded in overrunning practically 
the whole of northern India by the middle of the 2nd 
century a. d. Political reverses, war atrocities and 
the decline of population and prosperity naturally 
produced a wave of despondency in society. It 
facilitated the spread of the ideal of renunciation 
(Samnyasa), which though held before society by 
Upanishadic, Buddhist and Jain teachers, was 
meeting with stubborn opposition in Hindu com- 
munity. Thus Kautilya prescribes a punishment for 
a person who would renounce the world before his old 
age, and without providing for his dependents 2 . 
Early Dharmasutra writers regarded renunciation as a 
positively anti-Vedic custom 3 . The despondency pre- 
vailing in society at about the beginning of the Chris- 
tian era began to wear down the opposition to the 
Samnyasa ideal. There is no doubt a good deal of 
truth in the observation of Bhima at one place in the 
Mahabharata that renunciation appeals only to those 
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who are unsuccessful in life 1 . Just as the renuncia- 
tion philosophy of the Bhakti school appealed to 
Hindu society in medieval times owing to the political 
■set-back which it had received at that time on account 
of the rise of Islam, so also the ascetic ideal of Upani- 
shads, Jainispi and Buddhism began to get a real hold 
over the social mind only at about the beginning of 
the Christian era owing to the prevailing wave of 
political and economic despondency. 

The new development affected the position of 
the widow adversely in various ways. It streng- 
thened the hands of those who were opposed to Niyoga 
and widow remarriage. Both the customs therefore 
fell gradually into disrepute. Niyoga no doubt deserved 
to be stamped out, but not so the widow remarriage. 
It however could not escape a similar fate. It began 
to be argued that the world was a mirage, and its 
pleasures were mere snares. The fate was undoubtedly 
cruel to the widow in carrying away her husband. It 
had however given her a new opportunity to secure 
spiritual salvation. It is true that the Yedas have 
declared that a son was necessary for securing heaven ; 
the childless widow, however, should not think of 
remarriage in order to get heaven through a son. 
She ought to aim at the higher ideal of salvation 
(mukti) and not at the lower one of heaven ( svarga ). 
The former can be best attained by leading a pure and 
chaste life, as was done by hundreds and thousands of 
monks and nuns, who had entered the Samnyasa stage 
direct from the Brahmachajya, without passing 
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through the married life 1 . The widow should therefore 
never think of remarriage. This advice was, however, 
a onesided one ; Smritis do not offer it to the widower. 
On the other hand, they permit him to remarry 
immediately after the death of the first wife, ‘ lest 
the sacred fires should remain unlit.’ , 

A greater calamity that overtook the widow in 
this period was the revival of the Sati custom. In 
the beginning it was confined to the warrior class. 
It however began to spread wider in society in course 
of time, as the action of the Sati came to be regarded 
as a great religious sacrifice, which deserved to be 
imitated. A school of rationalists opposed the cus- 
tom vehemently, pointing out its utter futility and 
stupidity. Its efforts partly checked the spread of 
the custom for a while. 

The only direction in which the position of women 
improved in this period was in the sphere of pro- 
prietary rights. Society had begun to discourage 
widow remarriages. As a consequence there began to 
arise a class of childless young widows. In the earlier 
period, practically speaking this class did not exist, 
as Niyoga and widow marriages were then in general 
vogue. Now when both these practices were pro- 
hibited, society had to devise an honorable means 
to enable the widow to maintain herself. She could 
of course live in the joint family and receive main- 
tenance along with others; but this was not an ad- 
visable step in the transition period during which 
Niyoga was being gradually stamped out. Some 
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writers have laid down that a woman should not be 
compelled to submit to Niyoga against her wish 1 . 
It is clear that in uncultured families some of the 
male relations like the brother-in-law would occa- 
sionally force an unwilling widow to submit to their 
vicious wishes under the specious plea of Niyoga. 
Tlie childless widow could be saved from this cala- 
mity by sanctioning her a life estate in her husband’s 

share, and by permitting her to stay separately. 

It thus came to happen that the proprietary 
rights, which were not recognised in the Yedic age 
when women were better educated and enjoyed great- 
er freedom, came gradually to be recognised during 
this period. It is true that the doctrine of perpetual 
tutelage of women became popular at this time, 
and it should normally have proved fatal to the re- 
cognition and development of their proprietary rights. 
But men do not always seriously believe in the solemn 
theories they haughtily enunciate, nor do they care 
to draw all possible corollaries from them. Such was 
the case with the theory of women’s perpetual tute- 
lage. Jurists felt no self-contradiction in declaring 
that women were unfit for independence, and yet in- 
vesting them with new proprietary rights. They 
thought that sufficient regard would be shown to the 
theory of perpetual tutelage by laying down that 
women could enjoy only the income of their inheri- 
tance, but not dispose of its corpus. 
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It is further true that the tendency -to regard 
women as fragile and of a weak moral fibre was get- 
ting stronger in this period. It was, however, only the 
woman in the abstract that was so regarded. In 
society, however, the woman in the abstract did 
not exist ; there was the wife or the daughter or the 
mother, and for every one of them Hindu society felt 
very tenderly. The daughter and the wife had the 
father and the husband to provide for them, but there 
was no such guardian of natural affection to look aftef 
the childless widow. A school of jurists therefore 
arose at the beginning of the Christian era, which ad- 
vocated that the widow should be recognised as an 
heir to her husband, if the latter had effected his 
separation before the time of his death. The new 
reform was, as usual, vehemently opposed by vested 
interests, but eventually it began to find greater 
and greater support in society. 

The age of later Smritis, Commentators 
and Digest-writers 
(C. 500 A. D., to C . 1800 A. D.) 

The only sphere in which the position of women 
improved in this age was the one of proprietary 
rights ; otherwise she continued to lose all along the 
line. The right of the widow to inherit the share of 
her husband came to be eventually recognised all over 
the country by c. 1200 a. d. In Bengal the position 
was further improve^, by conceding her this right 
even when her husband had not separated from the 
joint family at the time of his death. The scope of 
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the Stridhana was further extended by the Mitakshara 
school by including in it property acquired even by 
inheritance and partition. The widow’s estate con- 
tinued to be a limited one, but in some parts of 
south India she was allowed to gift it away for religious 
purposes without the consent of the reversioners. 

Proprietary rights apart, in all other spheres the 
position of women continued to deteriorate in this 
period. Most of the causes responsible for women’s 
degradation during the last period continued to operate 
in this age also. The upanayana of women went 
completely out of vogue. From the theological point 
of view the woman therefore came naturally to be 
regarded as of the same status as the $udra. This 
inflicted an incalculable harm on their general status 
and prestige. The marriageable age of girls was 
lowered down still further. Towards the end of the 
former period, it was recommended that girls should 
be married just before the time of their puberty. It 
would appear that this did not exclude the possi- 
bility of a few negligent parents failing to marry their 
daughters before that time. To prevent this possi- 
bility it now came to be declared that a girl becomes 
mature ( rituprapta ) not when menses appear at the 
age of 18 or 14, but at the age of 10 or 11, when some 
preliminary symptoms of impending puberty manifest 
themselves. The proper age for marriage was there- 
fore 10. The age of 8, however, was regarded as the 
ideal one ; marriage in the case of girls corresponded to 
wpanayana in the case of boys? and the proper age 
for the latter was 8. In Kshatriya families, however, 
girls continued to be married at about the age of 14 
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or 15. Widow marriages had become prohibited at 
this period. The Sat! custom had become very 
common in the fighting classes. The Kshatriya father 
therefore did not think of marrying his daughter at 
a tender age, when there was always the possibility 
of his son-in-law dying before his beloved daughter 
had come of age in the interminable internecine 
warfare, that had become common at this time. 
Many Kshatriya ladies were often called upon 
to assume the reins of government as regents ; so train- 
ing in administrative duties and military excercises 
had to be given to them. This also necessitated the 
postponement of their marriage to a somewhat ad- 
vanced age. 

In the case of non-Kshatriya girls, who were 
married at the age of 10 or 11, naturally no education 
worth the name could be imparted. Down to about 
1200 a. d., daughters in rich families continued to 
receive some literary education through special tea- 
chers ; a few of them used to distinguish themselves 
as poetesses and critics down to the 10th century 
a. d. But this tradition died down when the old 
aristocracy perished or declined in importance after 
the establishment of the Muslim rule. In ordinary 
families naturally girls now began to grow in ignorance; 
no education worth the name was possible before the 
age of 10 or 11, which had now become the usual 
marriageable age. At the advent of the British rule 
the literacy among women was confined only to the class 
of dancing girls ; women in respectable families felt 
very uneasy if it was suspected that they were literate. 
Being generally illiterate and inexperienced, women 



xil] EFFECTS OF CHILD MARRIAGES ON MORALITY 481 

naturally ceased to inspire respect, and the tendency 
to pass cynical observations about their weakness and 
worthlessness became more common. 

Brides of 8 or 9 could naturally have no voice in the 
settlement of their marriages ; they could also become 
no proper ctynpanions to their husbands owing to 
their immense intellectual inferiority. Their position 
therefore vis-a-vis their husbands further deteriorated. 
The Christian theologians were declaring at this 
time that the husband was the head of the wife, 
as Christ was the head of the Church. Hindu 
Smritis advocated an exactly similar doctrine, and 
maintained that the husband was the wife’s god and 
her only duty was to obey and serve him. The evil 
example of royal harems made polygamy more and 
more fashionable. Marital faithlessness on the part 
of the husband became more common owing to the cus- 
tom of child marriage. Early marriage was natural- 
ly followed by early maternity, which increased the 
mortality among women between the ages of 14 and 
22. Young widowers of 25 or 80 were naturally more 
eager to follow the rule of Manu, which permitted an 
immediate remarriage, than to emulate the example 
of $ri-Ramachandra, who declined to marry a second 
time. Widowers of 25 or 30, however, could get brides 
of 9 or 10 only. This enormous disparity between the 
ages of the two parties naturally helped the spread of 
concubinage in society. Its moral tone was affected, 
and it began to feel nothing objectionable in allowing 
dancing girls to sing and dance «on holy occasions like 
those of upanayana and marriage, or at the time of 
the religious service in temples. The opposition of 
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purists to this custom proved of no avail, and eventually 
the association of dancing girls with sacred Sanskaras 
and temple worship became quite common in 
several parts of the country. 

Down to c. 500 a. d. permission was granted to 
child widows to remarry, though the widow marriage 
in general had come to be tabooed. This permission 
came to be gradually withdrawn durring this period. 
From about 1,000 a. d. no widow in a respectable family 
could remarry, whatever her age may have been at 
the time of her husband’s death. In the beginning 
only widows in the higher sections of society suffered 
from this disability, but in course of time it came to 
be extended to those lower classes also, which were 
anxious to be considered respectable. The prohibi- 
tion of widow remarriage came to be regarded as the 
most important criterion of the respectability of a class 
down to the beginning of the present century. The 
prejudice against the widow remarriage was so deep- 
rooted, that the permissive legislation passed in the 
matter in 1856 a. d., had no appreciable effect on the 
situation for more than half a century. ‘ 

We have shown above that at c. 500 a.d. the custom 
of Sati was meeting with considerable opposition from 
the thinking sections of our society. That opposition 
continued unabated for another 500 years, and the majo- 
rity of Smritis went on averring that the custom amount- 
ed to a suicide and could bring no spiritual salvation. 
Eventually, however, owing to the growing appreciation 
of the ascetic ideals aftd practices, the custom of the 
Sati came to be surrounded with a halo and began to 
make a wider appeal. First it was confined to 
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the fighting classes. Smriti writers and their commen- 
tators down to about the 11th century declare that it 
would be sinful for a Brahmana widow to burn her- 
self on the funeral pyre of her husband. Gradually, 
however, Brahmanas also began to follow the custom, 
as they did not like to be excelled by Kshatriyas in 
the pursuit o$ ascetic practices. Widows now had a 
dismal prospect before them. They could not re- 
marry. Some of them who were very young must 
have felt it to be no easy task to walk straight on the 
narrow and difficult path of strict chastity. They 
therefore very often preferred the terrible ordeal of 
the Sati to the tiresome life of the widow. Most of 
the widows who ascended the funeral pyres of their 
husbands did so quite voluntarily. Occasionally, how- 
ever, an unwilling widow was burnt by her fiendish 
relatives, who were either afraid that she might even- 
tually misbehave and bring disgrace to the family, or 
who wanted to appropriate for themselves her share in 
the family property. The recognition of the right of 
inheritance was thus not an unmixed blessing to the 
poor widow. 

The tonsure of the widow came into vogue by 
about the eighth century a.d. With the disappearance 
of Buddhism at this time, the prejudice against the 
custom gradually disappeared, and it was recommen- 
ded to the widow as a kind of help and protection 

to her in her ascetic resolve and life. 

We have seen above that women were declared 
to be of the same status as that of the £udras, and so 
came to bo gradually excluded from the study of an 
acquaintance with higher theology and philosophy. 
28 [w.h.o.]. 
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Women,, however, are by nature more religious than 
men, and so a new type of religious literature was 
evolved to meet their needs and aspirations. This was 
the remodelled Pauranic literature. It enunciated the 
principles of Hinduism in a homely, easy and attrac- 
tive manner, illustrating them with a number of edi- 
fying stories. Pious people made provision all over 
the country for the exposition of Puranas to public 
audiences. Women became very well grounded in 
the culture of the race by habitually listening to 
this literature. Faith, almost blind faith, was how- 
ever held up for high admiration in Puranas. It was 
therefore well developed in women, to the detriment 
however of rationalism. It must be however noted 
that reason was at a discount at this period among 
males also both in India and Europe. 

We have sefen above that the Purda custom was 
beginning to get a footing in a few royal families in 
the last period. There was, however, a staunch oppo- 
sition to it down to the 12th century. Many royal 
ladies used to plainly tell their husbands that they 
would not stand the nonsense of the Purda. As a 
consequence the custom failed to become popular 
even among royal families down to about 1200 a. d. 
The advent of the Mahomadens, however, changed the 
situation. The customs and manners of the con- 
querors were imitated with as much zeal in the 18th 
as they were in the 19th century. In the beginning 
the Purda entered the families of feudatories and 
nobles, and then it gradually spread among higher 
classes in northern India. The Muslim influence was 
weak in the south and so the Purdatfound no general 
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acceptance there. It got a footing only in a few ruling 
families. 

Rationalism has been at a discount with Hindu 
thinkers during the last more than one thousand years; 
this circumstance has been responsible for a very 
unfortunate change in society’s angle of vision in a very 
important matter vitally affecting the well-being of 
women. Down to about 800 a. d. Smritis were em- 
phatic in declaring that women, who were forcibly 
taken into captivity or dishonoured, should be ad- 
mitted back to their families. Pseudo-puritanical 
notions distorted social vision in this matter soon after 
c. 1000 a. d. Hindu society began to show a surpris- 
ing callousness to women, who had the misfortune of 
being carried away into captivity even for a very 
short time. An outsider like Alberuni could not under- 
stand the stupidity of our community in refusing to 
readmit men and women, who had been captured and 
converted by force. If one’s hand gets soiled, he 
argues, one should proceed to cleanse and not to 
cut it. But Hindu society could not understand 
this very reasonable proposition. From c. 1,000 a. d. 
it refused to follow the lead of Smriti writers and de- 
clared that once a woman was converted or taken into 
captivity, nothing would justify her readmission to 
her old family and religion. This callous and un- 
reasonable attitude has cost Hindu society very dearly. 
Had the women, who had been forcibly converted or 
captured, been readmitted into Hindu society, its 
population would certainly not. have dwindled down 
today to 25 crores. 

The above suryey of the position of Hindu women 
would show that their condition has been on the whole 



486 RETROSPECT AND PROSPECT [ CH. 

deteriorating during the last two thousand years. 
It is no doubt true that women as a general rule receiv- 
ed similar and often worse treatment in contemporary 
times in several other civilisations both in the East and 
the West. But this can hardly be a sufficient consola- 
tion or justification for us. For, we ha<^ once already 
evolved a fairly satisfactory standard about the treat- 
ment of women and then failed to act up to it owing to 
our subsequent developments, which we ought to 
have checked. It is true that there was no female? 
education worth the name even in the West down to 
the middle of the 19th century, but that would not 
condone its neglect by us, when we had once seen its 
benefits and advantages. It may be that early marri- 
ages may have been common in many countries in an- 
cient and medieval times ; but that would not justify 
the conduct of later Smriti writers in disapproving the 
earlier custom of post-puberty marriges. It may be 
that seclusion of women in one form or another 
was common in several European countries for several 
centuries ; but that would hardly be a sufficient ex- 
cuse for our resorting to that custom, especially when 
we were once going on without it. 

It has also to be pointed out that some of the 
grievances from which women were suffering during 
the last two thousand years were either theoretical 
or common to both men and women. Thus it was 
only a handful of Pandits, who under the influence 
of theological theories, regarded women as being of 
the same status asi that of the $udras ; to or- 
dinary society, however, women were symbols of 
purity, religiousness and spirituality. They, and not 
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men, were the custodians of national culture, and 
determined the details of religious rituals and cere- 
monies more authoritatively than the professional 
priest. It is true that literacy among women rapidly 
declined during the last two thousand years. But the 
the same was»the case with men, though no doubt to a 
lesser degree. Outside priestly and commercial classes, 
literacy was not of great use either. The printing 
press was yet to come into existence. Books were very 
costly and almost unprocurable to men of ordinary 
means. The usual way of imbibing national culture 
and traditional wisdom was to listen to the village 
preacher ( Katiiaka or Puranika), and illiterate women 
had greater facilities and opportunities to do this than 
literate men. It is true that owing to the lowering of 
the marriageable age, brides lost all voice in the settle- 
ment of their marriages. But the same was the case 
with the bride-grooms also, who being only 14 or 1’5, 
could naturally have no effective say in the selection of 
their partners in life. It must be added that parents 
normally took all possible care to make the best possible 
choice. Moreover, it was an age when parental autho- 
rity was instinctively obeyed; not even one bride or 
bride-groom in a million ever dreamt of nursing any 
grievance for being denied a voice in the settlement 
of the marriage. 

Even during the last two thousand years the average 
woman continued to lead a happy and contented life, 
fondled by her parents, loved by her husband and reve- 
red by her children. It must be, However, admitted that 
her cup of happiness was more frequently spilt in this 
period than ever before by the prohibition of widow 
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remarriage, the revival of the Sati custom, the spread 
of the Purda and the greater prevalence of polygamy 
and supersession. Society’s attitude towards her 
was also one of patronising condescension. It no doubt 
insisted that she should be properly cared for and 
attended to, but did not take any effective steps to 
check the growing tendency to pass very uncharita- 
able and utterly unjustifiable remarks about her 
nature and worth. It allowed the husband to tram- 
ple under foot the marriage vow quite openly, but 
insisted that it should be followed by the wife, even if 
her husband were a moral wreck. 

As shown already by us in the course of the pre- 
ceding chapters, there were no doubt some extenua- 
ting and often sufficient causes for the spread of 
many of the above unfortunate tendencies, customs 
and institutions. But we must now realise that cir- 
cumstances have radically changed and customs and 
institutions must follow suit. In a society living 
in an ascetic atmosphere, it may have been thought 
desirable to prohibit widow remarriage ; in the 
modem age of morbid talkies and four anna novels, 
to continue to insist upon that prohibition would be 
suicidical. Polygamy may have had some justifi- 
cation when a son was genuinely believed to be ne- 
cessary for spiritual salvation ; in a society which no 
longer subscribes to that belief, it becomes an odious 
institution. In an age when children were married 
very young and were accustomed to obey the parents 
instinctively, no one thought of questioning their sole 
authority to arrange their wards’ marriages ; in the 
new epoch when marriages are taking place at an 
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advanced age and when every adult has begun to claim 
absolute independence as his birth right, it would be 
no longer justifiable for guardians to excercise the. 
same powers as before. Hindu society will have to 
remove a number of cobwebs in its ancient house and 
change and even revolutionise some of its custo ms 
and institutions in order to accord the proper place 
which justly belongs to women. 

The Future 

The detailed survey of the position of women that 
we have made in this work would be of considerable 
use to us in understanding and solving most of the 
problems that confront us today. Women began 
to lose all along the line the moment their education 
began to be neglected. Early marriages naturally 
came into vogue when there was nothing to keep 
girls engaged after the age of 9 or 10. Uneducated 
brjdes of very young age naturally ceased to have 
any voice in the settlement of their marriages and 
began to be treated in a condescending manner by 
their husbands, who did not find them their proper 
companions either in tastes or in attainments. It is 
true that in spite of their illiteracy and inexperience 
many Hindu women possessed remarkable wisdom 
and capacity and could manage their home affairs 
efficiently, even in times of stress and difficulties. It 
cannot be however denied that the percentage of 
such ‘women would have been much greater, if female 
education had not been discontinued by our society. 
Luckily there is at present no necessity to emphasise 
upon the need and advantage of female education in our 
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community. Society has now taken to it seriously in 
towns and cities and rural areas will follow suit in course 
of time, as the standard of living of our population 
and the resources of Provincial Governments improve. 
As far as the nature of female education is concerned, 
we have discussed it already (ante, pp. 30-3)', and pointed 
out that it should be a course specially intended for 
women, calculated to promote a harmonious develop- 
ment of their reason and emotion, enabling them at 
the same time to become earning members of the 
family either as part-time or whole time workers in 
case of need. The step taken by Prof. D. K. Karve 
in founding a special University for women was a step 
in the right direction. More schools and colleges must 
be founded, teaching courses specially intended 
for women. 

When girls of 17 or 18, equipped with proper 
education, enter matrimony, they cannot but be 
treated with instinctive respect and consideration 
by all the society around. Family responsibility, and 
not inherent incapacity, would be the normal cause of 
their not being earning members of their families; 
they would therefore receive the same respect that is 
instinctively given to the bread-winner. Their prac- 
tical attainments would add to the beauty of their 
households, lead to economy in its expenditure and 
promote sound education of the children of the family. 
This would surely ensure for them an equality of 
status with their husbands in all cultured families. 
Knowing that a woman equipped with the above 
education can earn her living and support her 
family, if necessary, society would cease to regard her 
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as a parasite ; nor would she allow to be looked upon 
with an air of condescension. Economic value, actual 
or potential, excercises considerable influence upon the 
status of a class. The dominating position of man 
has been largely due to his being the chief earning 
member of the family. The observation of a Sanskrit 
•dramatist that a man becomes a woman when he is 
•economically dependent upon her, and vice versa, is 
•true to a very gretat extent 1 . 

In the sphere of marriage and marital relations, 
•some reforms are necessary very urgently. It is now 
high time for Hindu society to give up polygamy al- 
together. It is of course true that.the number of persons 
who have recourse to polygamy is very small, but it 
must be reduced to a zero. The Nagar Brahmanashave 
already given it up. Some noble souls like the present 
Maharaja of Mysore, Sir Krishna Raja Wodeyar, and 
the present chief of Ichchalkaranji, Srimant Baba- 
saheb Ghorpade, have set glorious examples by 
refusing to contract a second marriage, even when 
no heir to the hereditary throne could be obtained 
from the first marriage. Such noble examples 
and the strength of the enlightened public opinion 
are undoubtedly working in the desired direction. 
Polygamy is becoming rarer day by day. But 
it is now high time for the legislature to intervene in 
the matter. If complete abolition of polygamy is 
immediately impracticable, a legislation ought to be 
•at • once passed rendering court’s permission 
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necessary 1 for contracting a second marriage during 
the life time of the first wife. The courts should be 
authorised to grant this permission, only if the first 
wife is found to be imbecile, barren or incurably 
deceased. There is no doubt that the legal recognition, 
of polygamy is working an untold harm t<? a not negli- 
gible , number of women, who are often superseded by 
their husbands, especially in uncultured classes. We 
must now stop this evil. The legislation suggested 
above would be quite in keeping with the spirit of 
our culture, which intended to allow the second 
marriage only in exceptional cases. 

It is now high time for us to insist both in the East 
and the West that there should be no double standard 
of morality in sexual matters; husbands should be re- 
quired to remain as faithful to their marriage vows 
as wives. Any transgression in this respect on the 
part of the husband should meet with instantan- 
eous and severe social opprobrium. Unfortunately 
nature’s partiality to man renders it very difficult to 
detect his transgressions even when numerous; a single 
lapse of woman, on the other hand, is often betrayed 
by its consequences. 

Marriage should continue to be regarded as a reli- 
gious bond, normally indissoluble in this life. This 
world however is an imperfect one, and so would be 
also its most sacred ties sometimes. We must there- 
fore frankly recognise that cases may sometimes occur,, 
where religion will have to dissolve the tie it had ohce 
created. The conditions of divorce will have to be 
very stringent, but its necessity in modern times will 
have to be recognised. There are ‘several cases in. 
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Hindu society of women being completely forsaken 
by their husbands, who are compelled to lead a forlorn 
life of -virtual widowhood. They cannot remarry, 
because their first marriage tie cannot be dissolved. 
If, however, they change their religion and become 
Christians or, Muslims, they can dissolve their exist- 
ing marriage and enter into a new wedlock. Should 
we penalise these unfortunate women for their fidelity 
to Hinduism by refusing them permission for divorce 
and remarriage ? We have seen already that ancient 
Dharmasastra writers definitely permit dirvorce under 
certain circumstances. We would therefore be not 
going against the spirit of our culture by allowing 
divorce, in case a wife is completely abandoned by her 
husband. To allow divorce on wider grounds like 
cruelty, insanity, etc., would be neither advisable nor 
desirable for women. 

It is urgently necessary for Hindu society to 
change its angle of vision towards women, who have 
been criminally assaulted or who have temporarily 
gone astray owing to a mistake or duress. During the 
last one thousand years we have been very cruel to 
such women, and have, as a consequence, driven them 
either to a life of permanent sin and shame or to the 
folds of other proselyting religions. We must imme- 
diately bring ourselves in line with the enlightened 
viewpoint of our much maligned Smriti writers, who 
had recognised that the phrase, ‘ It is human to err, 
was*as much applicable to women as to men, and have 
recommended that women, «vho have been over- 
powered or misled, should be readmitted to their 
families and society after a suitable penance. Justice, 
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fairplay and the interests of the community as a whole 
demand that we should try our best and enable such 
unfortunate women to start their life afresh in an 
honorable manner. 

Widow remarriage has been already legalised, but 
the number of widows taking advantage of the 
legislation is still very small. Widows who spend 
their remaining life cherishing the memory of their 
late husbands and devoting themselves to the ser- 
vice of their family, society and country will continue 
to be revered by society. We should encourage and 
honour all those, who are genuinely anxious to lead 
such a life. It cannot be, however, gainsaid that the 
dread of social opprobrium is still preventing a large 
number of young widows from marrying, in spite of 
their desire to enter into a fresh wedlock. More energe- 
tic educative propaganda must be carried on to prevent 
this state of affairs. 

Considerable difficulties are experienced in find- 
ing suitable matches for widows willing to marry; 
public opinion must assert itself and insist that widow- 
ers should marry widows alone. 

In the realm of the property law further liberalisa- 
tion is necessary. Daughters, who cannot or will not 
marry, are becoming fairly numerous in society ; their 
right of inheritance, which was recognised by the Yedic 
age, should be restored now. It would not be a feasible 
proposition to grant this right to married daughters 
having brothers ; the difficulties in the way have been 
already explained abo ve^ante, pp. 293-6). It should be, 
however, laid down that an amount equal to one half 
the share of the brother should be available for the edu- 
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cation and marriage of the sister. The proper remedy 
to improve the economic position of women would be, 
not to give them a share in the patrimony, but to 
enlarge their rights in their husbands’ property. Since 
times immemorial, Hindu culture has been pointing 
out that the wife is the joint owner of the property 
along with her husband. It is now high time 
that we should give full effect to this theory. It 
should be open for a wife to claim a full one half share 
•of the family property, if the court concludes that she 
has been unjustly treated by her husband and com- 
pelled to live separately. If there are any children 
of the marriage, the wife’s share in such cases should 
be recognised to be equal to that of a son. A legis- 
lation to this effect will be in perfect harmony with 
the traditions of our culture, and serve as a powerful 
deterrent even to self-willed husbands from ill treating 
their wives, or contracting a second marriage, or 
following a vicious course of life. 

A deed of transfer of immoveable property should 
require the joint consent and signature of the husband 
and the wife. This is necessary in order to prevent 
a vicious or spendthrift husband from ruining 
his wife by selling away her share in the family 
property. The law passed in 1987 has secured to the 
widow her husband’s full share in the joint family 
property. She is, however, still a limited heir. 
Time has now come to grant women with some mini- 
mum educational qualifications full rights of owner- 
ship in their inheritance. Wiry should not the lady 
principal of a college possess a right which is con- 
ceded by law to ker most illiterate peon ? 
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Women have already obtained political rights and 
privileges, more or less coextensive with those of 
men. They will figure more prominently in public 
life when there is a wider spread of education and a 
further improvement in the economic condition of 
society. 

, The few changes that are suggested above are not 
in any way against the spirit of our culture. This 
point has been made quite clear in the course of this 
work. That our code of social and socio-religious rules 
and regulations has never been a fixed and rigid one 
must have become quite clear to the reader of the 
preceding pages, which show how our customs and 
institutions have been changing from age to age under 
the influence of new ideals and environments. This 
conclusion is forced upon us not only by a study of 
the history of institutions, but also by a survey of 
the views of the Smriti literature about the sources 
of our Dharma. It has been definitely laid down 
by a number of authorities that along with Gratis 
and Smritis, sadachara or accepted good usages also 
constitute an important source of Dharma b It is no 
doubt true that sadachcirci is regarded as less authori- 
tative than Gratis and Smritis ; but this was only in 
theory. In practice it excercised an influence as great 
as that of the latter. As a matter of fact Smritis 
themselves are nothing but sadacJicira codified in black 
and white. There used to be a body of learned and 
pious Pandits, who used to survey the situation kom 
time to time and guide, the society by their opinions 
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as to the advisability or suitability of sojne of the new 
changes that were being felt to be necessary under 
changed circumstances. The considered opinions of 
such Pandit associations (parishads) used to be even- 
tually incorporated in new Smritis, which used to be 
known after the names of their presidents. Smritis 
like those ol’ Devala, Brihaspati or Katyayana and 
later works like the Mitakshara and the DayabMga, 
which proposed important new changes in the then 
established old practices, were really due to the acti- 
vities of such learned bodies ( Pandita-parishads ). 

It is further important to note that even orthodox 
Smriti writers like Manu have recognised that a 
time might come when their rules would become 
obsolete, and have therefore declared that if any 
rules framed by them are found to be not con- 
ducive to the welfare of society, or against the spirit 
-of the age, they should be unhesitatingly abrogated or 
modified 1 . As a matter of fact they themselves have 
done so in many cases. The Vedas, for instance, 
were definitely opposed to women’s rights of inheri- 
tance ; later Smritis nevertheless managed to get them 
recognised. The Vedic age had permitted Niyoga ; 
Smritis, however, openly carried a righteous and 
successful crusade against the custom. Marriage by 
capture and purchase was approved by the earlier age; 
Dharmasastra writers vehemently condemned both 
the practices. The main reason for this pro-reform 
attitude of our Dharmasastra writers in these 
matters was that they had realised that circumstances 
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had changed .and therefore customs and institutions 
must follow suit. We must in our own turn recog- 
nise that times have changed, old ideals of extreme 
asceticism have ceased to appeal, the age of authority 
has gone and is succeeded by an era of rationalism and 
equality. We must therefore readjust the position 
of women to the new situation by introducing the 
changes suggested above. If this is done, the capa- 
city, efficiency and happiness of Hindu women (and 
therefore of Hindu men also) will increase, and as a 
consequence, our community will be enabled to take 
its rightful place in the comity of nations and make 
important contributions to the progress and happiness 
of mankind. 
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INDICES. 

INDEX I. 
SUBJECT INDEX. 


Administration, women’s part in, 
as regnant queens, 218-9 ; 
as queen regents, 220-2 ; as 
queens and officers, 228-4 ; 
part of ordinary women in, 
224-5 ; recent progress, 225-8. 

Adoption, prejudice against, 169, 
174, 281. 

Adultery, in men, 874-5 ; in 
women, 375-77,485, 443. 

Age of marriage, about 16 before 
c. 400 b. c., 58-62, 411 ; 14 or 
15 during 400 b. c. to 100 a.t>., 
62-4 ; before puberty after 
c. 200 a. d., 66-8, 419-20 ; but 
not among Kshatriyas, 69 ; 
curses on post-puberty marria- 
ges, 67 ; age lowered to 7 or 8, 
08, 70, 429-30 ; why lowering 
'of age accepted, 71-2, 419-20 ; 
developments during the last 
50 years, 73-5. 

Akabar, on child marriage, 72; 
on Sati, 155, 158-9. 

Ancestor worship, 5. 

Arsha marriage, 52-8. 

Aryasamaj on Niyoga, 126; per- 
mits women to sacrifice, 
249-50. 

Asauddyika strldhana, 266-7. 

Ascetic ideals, effects and in- 
fluence of, 147, 174, 176, 
180, 185-6 ; see also 414, 424-6, 
48A-3. 

Assemblies, political, and wo- 

* men, 224-5. 

Astrology in marriage, 85-6. 

Asura marriage, 46-50. 


B 

Biina on Sati custom, 145-6. 

Betrothal, 93-4. 

Blouse, 353-5. 

Bodice, 352-6. 

Brahvtacliarya discipline for 
girls, 237-8. 

Brahma marriage, 44, 55-7. 

Brahmana widows and Sati, 
150-2, 433. 

Brahmavadinis, 13, 287. 

Brahmayajna, lady scholars men- 
tioned in, 12. 

Breast-band, 855. 

Bride, qualifications of, 86-92 ; 
age of, see under Age of 
marriage ; why conceived as a 
gift in marriage, 55-7 ; treat- 
ment of, 106-9 ; see also under 
Maiden and Wife. 

Bridegroom, qualifications of, 
86-92 ; see also under Hus- 
band. 

Bride-price, 4,46-50, 52-8, 259-60. 

Buddhism and nuns, 15, 88, 
210, 246-8. 

Business and women, 213. 

Busts, female, why uncovered in 
some sculptures and paintings, 
889-46. 

C 

Captive women, 869-72, 877-9. 

CaUfeers for women, teaching and 
medical lines, 212 ; business, 
218 ; music, 218-7. 
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Caste and marriage, 88-92. 

Chandataka, 352. 

Chaturthlkarman, 61. 

Child marriage, 67-71 ; advan- 
tages of, 71-2 ; see also under 
Age of marriage. 

Christianity, and marriage, 102, 
110; and women’s seclusion, 
209-10; and women preachers, 
247, and tutelage theory, 399. 

Civilisation and women, 1-2. 

Cloth, varieties of, 355. 

Co-education, 16, 30-2. 

Coiffure, fashions of, 860-1. 

Concerts, 17, 214. 

Congress, Indian Women’s, 226-7. 

Conjugal life, ideals of, 118-7 ; 
in reality, 121-9. 

Conqueror and captive women, 
377-9. 

Consummation of marriage, 

59, 95-6. 

Contract, marriage as a, 57. 

Criminal assault, 869-72, 443-4. 

Cynical attitude, 23, 385, 410. 

D 

Dahara, 62, 352. 

Daiva marriage, 53-4. 

Dancing, as a subject of study, 17. 

Dancing girls, 214-7. 

Daughter, less welcome than 
sons, 3-4 ; anxiety for the birth 
of, 4 ; almost equal to a son, 
280-1 ; causes of greater un- 
popularity of, 5-7, 408 ; ten- 
dency to deprecate, condemn- 
ed, 7-8 ; infanticide of, 8-10 ; 
general solicitude for, 10-1 ; 
functions in parents’ house of, 
17 ; marriage age of, see under 
Age of marriage ; proprietary 
rights of: when without bro- 
thers, can inherit patrimony, 
280-5 ; when with brothers 
and unmarried, an heir to 


patrimony in Yedic age, 286 ; 
share to a married daughter 
with brothers allowed only by 
&ukra, 288, but by no others, 
287-90; extent of marriage por- 
tion allowed to, 290-2 ; should 
we allow a share now ? 293-9. 

Daughter-in-law, treatment of, 
106-9 ; ' property rights of, 
825-7. 

Death duties, 810. 

Desertion of wives, 108-4, 296. 

Dharma on social reform, 446-8. 

Dirghatamas on women’s marri- 
age, 39. 

Discipline, for women students, 
286-8 ; for nuns, 247-8. 

Divorce, once permitted, 98-101, 
411 ; later prohibited, 101-2 ; 
should it be now made legal ? 
102-5, 442-3, 467; in England, 
102-104. 

Dowry system, 82-5. 

Dramas, 17, 214. 

Drdjri, 834, 351. 

Dravidian dress, 342-4. 

Dress, in Vedic and epic times, 
324-6 ; as disclosed by litera- 
ture, 386-8 ; causes of in- 
sufficient dress in sculptures 
and paintings, 889-47 was it 
shown partly by colouring in 
sculptures ? 340-1 ; Dravidian, 
842-4 ; different fashions of, 
847-50 ; in Muslim period, 856 ; 
in modern times, 857-8. 

Dviragamana, 96. 

Dyarchy at home, 109-10. 

E 

Earning capacity of women, 
26-7, 31, 211-8, 440-1. c 

Education of girls; literary, 
11-2, 27-8, 29-30, 408-410; in 
fine arts, 28, 28 ; in military 
exercises, 24-5 ; in useful arts, 
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■26-7 ; how affected by marri- 
age age, 18-9, 29, 66, 67, 75 ; 
discipline during, 285-7 ; sug- 
gested improvements in, 80-8; 
as key to women’s progress, 
489-40. 

Epigraphical evidence, 42-5,289, 
817-8. 

* 

F 

Family life, ideal of, 112-20 ; 
* and modern women, 227-8. 

, Female infanticide, 8-10. 
Franchise for women, 227. 

G 

•Gambling, 254, 408. 

Games, 17-8. 

Gandharva marriage, 42, 50-2. 

79- 81. 

Garbhadhana, 96. 

Girls, birth of, unwelcome, 3-4 ; 
things somewhat different in 
early times, 4-5 ; infanticide of, 
8-11 ; as objects of good omen, 
11 ; scholars, two types of, 18 ; 
•subjects studied by, 18-5,28-4, 
25, 28 ; recreations of, 17-8 ; 
nature of proper education for, 

80- 2; see also Education, 
Maiden and Age of marriage. 

Gotra and marriage, 48-9, 87-88. 
97 . 

Gotraja Sapiiida widows, 824-5. 
H 

Harems, 427-8. 

Harilcari, 149: 

Head-dress, 885-6. 

Householder, 86-7. 

Husband, status of, according 
, to marriage ritual, 109-10 ; 
acquires greater dominence 
over wife, 111-2, 127-8, 


254, 422 ; as . guru - and god 
to the wife, 111-2, 481 ; 
code of marital conduct 
recommended to, 111-7 ; less 
solicitous to follow it, 121-6, 
481 ; ill treatment of wife by, 
127-9, 422 ; as owner of wife, 
258-5 ; must maintain wife, 
256 ; rights of, over Stridhana, 
266-7 ; divine husbands, 68. 

I 

Infanticide of girls, 8-10. 

Inheritance, rights of ; of the 
daughter, 280-299 ; of the 
widow, 299-828 ; of the mother, 
328-4 ; of the grandmother, 
824 ; of Gotraja widows, 824-5 ; 
of the widowed daughter-in- 
law, 325-7; seo under Daughter 
and Widow for details. 

Iranian civilisation, ancient, 4, 
86, 87, 40, 58, 109, 110, 280, 
234, 236. 

J 

Jacket, 353-5. 

Jainism and nuns, 15, 38, 212, 
246-9. 

Joint coinage, 219-20. 

Joint family system, 71-2, 255-8, 
268-9, 271, 310-8. 

Joint ownership, 109, 255-8, 
409. 

K 

Kadva Kunbis, 42. 

Karma theory, 148, 146-7. 

Karve D. K., 440. 

Katha tribe and Sati, 148. 

Ketius, wife of, becomes Sati, 142. 

Krifhna on Kshdtra marriage, 
44-5. 

Kshdtra marriage, 44-46. 
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Kshatriyas, Sat! custom among, 
187, 142-8, 150-1, 482-8 ; post- 
puberty marriages among, 21, 
69, 480. 

Kumarapala sanctions widow’s 
right of inheritance, 309-10. 

Kumkuma, 862. 

L 

Lahangd, 856. 

Landed property, 258, 267, 270, 
292, 409-10. 

Leva Kunbis, 42. 

Levirate, See under Niyoija. 

Lip paints, .361-2. 

Literacy, value of, 437 ; see 
under Education also. 

Love marriages, 42, 50-2, 79-81. 

M 

Maiden, as embodiment of 
Lakshmi, 11 ; part in corona- 
tion of, 11 ; voice of, in marri- 
age settlement, 77-82, 421 ; 
children of, 59 ; see also under 
Daughter arid Girl. 

Maintenance, 104, 128, 256, 264, 
301-3, 807. 

Mandanamisra’s wife, 21. 

Marriage, importance of, 84 ; evo- 
lution of, 84-6 ; as a religious 
necessity in Vedic period, 36-7, 
408-9 ; but exceptions allowed, 
87-8 ; not viewed as a contract, 
57 ; equated to upanayana, 
89, 240, 429 , and made obli- 
gatory in Hinduism for wo- 
men but not for men, 89-40 ; 
not so in Buddhism and Jain- 
ism, 248 ; effects of this stop on 
property law, 289-90, 381 ; 
bride as a gift in, 56-7, 84 ; 
different forms of, 41-|57 ; 
see also under each form ; 
astrology in, 85-6 ; rituals in, 


98-7 ; when complete, 96-7 ; 
children as aim of, 118. 

Masaga, queen of, 220. 

Medical line and women, 21, 212. 

Megasthenes on marraiage age, 
65-6; on queens, 219; on Sati, 
140. 

Menstruation period, impurity 
during, 229-81, > 

Mother, reverence for, 119-20 ; 
as an heir, 323-4 ; at partition, 
828-30. 

Mother-in-law, 106-9. 

Muslim influence and rule, 27, 
72, 155-6, 206-7, 288, 350-1, 
356, 362-4, 371-4, 378-79. 

N 

Nagar Brahmanas and mono- 
gamy, 103, 441. 

Naijmkd, 61 . 

Nair women, 27. 

Naojot ceremony, 286 . 

Niyoya, the custom elsewhere, 
i68-9 ; why favoured, 169-70 ; 
conditions of, 170-1 ; number 
of sons from, 171-2; opposition 
to, 172-3; restrictions on, 178- 
4 ; stamped out, 174-6 ; see 
also, 280, 422, 425-7. 

Non-Aryan women, marriages 
with, 417-9. 

Non-cooperation movement, 211, 
226. 

Nose-ring, a non-Hindu orna- 
ment, 858-60. 

Nudity in pre-Muslim period, 
339-40. 

0 

Obedience and wife, 110. 

Ointments, 861-2. 

Ornaments, 858-60, nose-ring. 
862-4 ; economic value of, 
864-5. 
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P 

Paisdcha marriage, 42-8. 

Paridhdnam , 334-5. 

Pdrwdhaya , 260. 

Parks, 208. 

Partition and mother, 119, 828- 
80 ; and grandmother, 328 ; 
and wife, 327-^ 

Pauranic religion and women, 
244-5, 484. 

Philosophy *and women, 14-5, 

* 246-51. 

Physical punishment for the wife, 
111 ; in the west, 111-2. 

Poetesses, 12, 19-21, 408. 

Polyandry, 132-4. 

Polygamy, 103, 122-6, 428, 488, 
441-442, 467. 

Post-puberty marriages, 58-64, 
curses on, 67, in recent years, 
74-5, dangers of, 75-6, among 
Kshatriyas, 21,69,430. 

Prdjdpatya marriage, 54-5. 

Preachers, women as, 212, in 
Christianity, 247. 

Privy Council, 270, 322. 

Progeny, as aim of marriage, 

y’8. 

Promiscuity, 34-5. 

Proprietary rights of women, in 
early times elsewhere, 252-3 ; 
in India, 253, why recognised, 
426-7 ; improvements suggest-*, 
ed in, 285, 298-7, 330-4, 397-8, 
426-7,440-5 ; see also under 
Inheritance, Daughter, Wife 
and Widow. 

Public life and women, careers 
open to, 212-7 ; part in adm- 
ministration of, 217-25 ; recent 
developments, 225-8, 446. 

Purda system, not known upto 
c . l(Jft b. c., 197-8, 408; in pre- 
Muslim period, 200-5 ; within 
family, 206 ; becomes general 
in Muslim period, 206-8 ; in 


Europe, 209-lJL ; see also 423, 
434-5. 

Putrika, 281-2. 

Q 

Queens, 223-4. 

Queen regents, 220-2. 

Queen regnants, 218-9. 

R 

Raja Rama Mohan Roy and Sati, 
166. 

Rajputana, princesses in, 25, 27; 
dowry system in, 84 ; Sati 
custom in, 153-5, 166-7; prin- 
cesses of, in Muslim harems, 
372-3, literacy in, 27, late 
marriages in, 69. 

Rnkshasa marriage, 44-6. 

Rama, his attitude towards 
Sita, 367-9. 

Rationalism, 245-6, 434. 

Religion, privileges of, how 
important, 229 ; enjoins mar- 
riages as a religious necessity, 
232-3, 414-5 ; allows women to 
participate in sacrifices in early 
times, 231-2, 234-5, withdraws 
the permission later, 241-3 ; 
helps women, 5, 231-8, 414, 
retards their progress, 5, 240-2, 
419 ; allows reform, 446-8 ; 
see also under Asceticism. 

Remarriage of men, 130-2, 
426. 

Remarriage of 'women, in Vedic 
age, 177-8; permitted by Sutras, 
179; of child widows, 181-2; 
prohibition of, 182-3, 422, 

425-6 ; consequences of the 
prohibition of, 188-4 ; modern 
agitation for, 186-8 ; see also 
432, 438, 444. 

Restitution of conjugal rights, 
296. 
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- s. 

Sacrifices, by women alone, 282, 
284-5, 411 ; jointly with hus- 
band, 288 ; place of the wife 
of a lower caste in, 286 ; for- 
mal association of women in, 
289, growing complexity, the 
cause, 239-40, 418-9 prohibited 
to women, why, 242-8. 

Sadyodvahas, 18. 

Sagotra marriages, 87-8. 

Saka rule, nature of, 424. 

Sakachlu i sari, 847-9. 

Salvation, eligibility of women 
for, 246. 

6alya on bride-price, 48. 

Samaveda, chanting of, by wo- 
men, 23, 233. 

Samnyasa, hostility to, 232-8, 
424 ; followers of, unsym- 
pathetic to women, $84-92, 
424 ; prohibited to women, 
88, 249. 

&amulya. 851. 

Sandhya and women , 18,284. 

Sahkaracharya, 21. 

Saptapadi, 95, 97. 

Sari, 385, how worn, 387-42, 
modes of wearing, 847-50. 

Satl custom, effect of, on child 
marriage, 71 ; causes of, 185-7 ; 
prevalence of, elsewhere, 186 ; 
not in Vedic and epic periods, 
188-40, 409, 411 ; early re- 
ferences to, 141 ; epics and 
Puranas, 141-2 ; during 800 
b. c. to 400 a. d., 142-8 ; 
opposition to, 145-7, 165 ; and 
Scythian influence, 147 ; sup- 
ported by later Smritis, 147-8 ; 
in Kashmir, 149 ; not followed 
by Brahmanas in the beginn- 
ing, 151 ; in northern India, 
152-8; in Karnatak, 158^ and 
south India, 154, 163 ; in 

Bajputana, 154 ; among the 


Sikhs, 154-5, and Marathas, 
155 ; attitude of Muslim go- 
vernment to, 155-6 ; Sat! pro- 
cedure, 156-8 ; was force exer- 
cised on widows ? 158-62; made 
illegal in British India and 
Indian states, 166-7 ; see also 
426, 432-8. 

Saudayika Stridjiana, 266-7. 

Schools, 17. 

Sculptural evidence about Purda, 
211-2 ; about dress, 838-47. 

Semi-nudity in works of art,, 
339-846. 

Separation from joint family,’ 
269, 310-2, 827-30. 

Sex morality, 84-6, 874-6, 431, 
442. 

Sewing, antiquity of, 850-2. 

Shorts, 851-2. 

SincUmra, 862. 

Singing girls, 213-7, 431-2. 

Sita, age at marriage of, 62-3 ; 
starts for forest, 198 ; treat- 
ment of, by Rama, 367-9. 

Smritis sympathetic to women, 
255, 369-71, 485, 443; unsympa- 
thetic to women, 125-9, 243, 
422-3. 

Spinning and women, 26-7. 

Spinsters, 37-8. 

Spiritual lineage, 40-1. 

Stitching, antiquity of, 850-2. 

Strldhana, origin of, 259-60 ; po- 
wers of women over, 245, 261, 
266-72 ; scope of, 262-4 ; 
differences among jurists about, 
265-6 ; inheritance to, 272-5 ; 
general survey of, 275-6; future 
development of, 277-8, 298. 

&udra, status of, and women, 12, 
19,237,241-8,881, 898, 429, 
438, 486. 

Supersession, 125-6, * 256-7, 

827. 

Svayamvara, 78-81, 421. 

Svetaketu on marriage, 85. 
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T 

Teaching and women, 15, 41. 

Temples and singing girls, 218-7. 

Tonsure of widows, unknown in 
early times, 188-9 ; when and 
why introduced, 22, 189-91 ; 
now disappearing, 191; see also 
411, 418. ] 

Tutelage of women, origin of 
the theory, 394-5 ; its meaning, 
895-6 ; h6w far real, 896-8, 
427 ; in the West, 898-401. 

U 

Unchastity, 128, 272, 808, 374- 
877. 

Under-garment, 384. 

Upanayana of girls, 11, 19, 88, 
286-8, 240-1, 243, 250; con- 
sequences of the prohibition of, 
241-2 ; see also 415, 421, 429. 

Upper garment, 880, 887, 889, 
842. 

V 

Varahamihira on women, 886-8. 

Vedas, study of, by women, 11-2, 
288, 421 ; hymns in, by women, 
12, 288 ; women permitted to 
chant Sama hymns, 23 ; effects 
of the increase in the volume 
of, 288-9. 

Vikachchha sari, 847-9. 

Vratas and women, 245. 

W 

Wages and Stridhana, 268, 277. 

Weber on female infanticide, 8. 

Western civilisation and women: 

hi&band’s right to beat the 
t wife, 111-2; to sell her, 252-8 ; 
to demand obedience, 110 ; 
custom of levirate, 168-9 ; 


custom of SQclusion, 209-11 ; 
preaching prohibited to women, 
247 ; proprietary rights not 
recognised, 252-8, 276; tute- 
lage theory, 898-401, 407. 

Widow, dress of, 855-6 ; general 
condition of, 184, 168, 191-5 ; 
not an heir to husband in 
early times: why, 299-801 ; 
allowed maintenance only, 
801-2 ; recognised as an heir 
by some at c. 200 a. d., p. 308 ; 
opposition to this step, 808-4 ; 
compromise proposals, 804-5 ; 
her champions’ arguments, 
805-7 ; an heir in the Deccan 
first, p. 808, and then in nor- 
thern India, 809-10 ; an heif 
under Dayabhaga even in an 
undivided family, 810-2 ; not 
so under Mitakshara, 811-2 ; 
now an heir even in undivided 
families, 322-8 ; her powers 
over her inheritance, 313-322. 
For widows and Sat!, tonsure, 
levirate and remarriage, see 
under Sat!, Tonsure, Niyoga 
and Remarriage respectively. 

Wife, her treatment of, in hus- 
band’s house, 106-9 ; relations 
with husband of, 109-117 ; and 
household management, 116 ; 
as husband’s pupil, 111-2 ; 
to revere him as god, 481 ; de- 
terioration in the position of, 
125-80 ; supersession of, 125- 
6, 256-7, 827 ; behaviour in 
husband’s absence of, 204-5 ; 
how long to wait for husband, 
178-9 ; as husband’s property, 
258-5 ; can own no property, 
261 ; as joint owner with hus- 
band, 255-8 ; consent for 
transfer of property of, 258, 
445 ; and Stridhana, see under 
Stridhana. 
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Women ; general condition in 
Vedic period, 406-10 ; in the 
age of the Brahmanas and 
Upanishads, 410-2 ; during c. 
600 b. c. to c. 600 a. d., 420-8 ; 
during 500-1800 a. d., 428-85 ; 
why the position was better 
in earlier times, 412-5 ; why it 
deteriorated later, 892-8, 
415-21 ; deprecatory passages 
about: partly views of dis- 
appointed men, 888-5, 410 ; 
partly merely cynical, 885 ; and 
partly deliberately written 
to blacken women’s character, 
885-6 ; their fallacy exposed, 
885-8 ; patronising attitude 
towards, causes of, 401-3, 
488 ; why treatment and atti- 
tude must change, 488-9 ; wo- 
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‘^DENDA AND ERRATA 
ADDENDA 

P. 441 I. ^7. As anticipated in the book, a bill for the 
abolition of polygamy is being introduced in the Central Assembly 
during the ^ ensuing autumn session of 1988 by Mrs. Radhabai 
Subbarayan, the first lady M. L. A., and in the Council of State 
by the Hon. Seth Govindlal S. Motilal. 

k y P. 442, 1. 80. Dr. G. V. Deshmukh, M.L.A., has given notice 
of introducing Hindu Women’s Right of Divorce Bill in the 
Central Assembly during the autumn session of 1988. As suggest- 
ed in the book (p. 104), the bill seeks to make the remedy of 
divorce available only to the wife. Impotency, change of religion, 
desertion for three years and marriage with another woman are 
the causes for which the bill proposes to empower a wife to 
demand a divorce. It will be noticed that Para^ara’s famous verse, 
quoted at p. 180, n. 8, allows a re-marriage, and therefore a divorce 
also, for most of the causes specified in the bill. 

ERRATA. 


Page 
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45 

81 
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SfSTT 

55 

28 

could 

can 

68 

80 
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^ cT?R 

77 

20 
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79 
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of 

on 

88 

28 

ST (first) 

St 

88 

25 

Omit and 


H 2 

m 

23 

the 

in the 

18 

will 

would 
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20 

had 

they had 
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ERRATA 


Page 

Line 

• For 

• Bead 

181 

4 

nourishing ' 

- cherishing 

141 

Bead the second sentence after the third 

158 

4,21,27 

excercise. 

exercise 

160 

9 

hand 

hand and 

170 

29 

— cercise 

: — ercise 

175' 

81 

WTOWI 

fWT 

179 

14 

ohoses 

chooses 

251 

1 

priceless 

a priceless 

254 . 

19 & 21 

excercise 

exercise 

268 

82 

— saroddhara 

— matasangrahe 

265 

4 

verse 

the verse 

272 

25 

E 

9 

281 

81 

§51* 


290 

7 

wed 

wedded 

292 

28 

and estates 

estates and 

312 

12 

social 

society’s 

829 

81 

— saroddhara 

— matasangraha 

386 

5 

in 

through 

888 

22 

IV A 

YA 

843 

14 

artists and 

artists at 

852 

26 

of statue 

statue of 

355 

82 

Omit Chap. 


857 

6 

then 

than 

864 

1 

chapter 

chapters 

395 

80 




At p. 897, 11. 2 and 10, p. 898, 1. 7, p. 430, 1. 11, p. 489, 1. 8, 
p. 441, 1. 2 and p. 446, 1. 25 read ‘exercise’ for ‘excercise.’ 



PLATE I. 



A ROYAL PROCESSION 

A bas-relief on the left-hand pillar of the 
northern gateway at Sanchi ( Central India )• 
Time : c. 1st Century B. C. 

Notice how women are seeing the procession from 
balconies without wearing any veil- 
See p. 201* 

[ Copyright : Archaeological Survey of Indig,. ] 




PLATE II. 



WORSHIP OF A BODHI TREE 
A bas-relief from the inner face of the right-hand pillar of 
the western gateway at Sanchi (Central India). 

Time : c. 1st century B. C. 

Notice how women are offering worship in a mixed throng 
of men and women without wearing any veil. 

See p. 202. 

[ Copyright : Arclic ological Survey ol India. ] 



PLATE III. 


A. 


B 



A STANDING CHULAKOKA 

YAKSHINT DEVATA 

Sculptures from Bharhut (Central India), now in the 
Indian Museum, Calcutta. 

Time : c. 2nd century B. C. 

Notice the head-dress and numerous ornaments among which 
the nose-ring is, however, conspicuous by its absence. 
See pp. 336 , 339 , 341 , 342 , 343 , 345 , 364 . 
t Copyright • Archaeological Survey of India. ] 



PLATE IV. 



A CHAURI-BEARER 

A : Front side. B : Back side. 

A Statute from Didarganj now in the Patna Museum. 
Time : c. 2nd century B. C. 

It is quite clear from B that the sari was worn 
in the vikachchha fashion. 

See pp. .‘>36,345,347. 

[ Copyright : Archaeological Survey of India. ] 
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PLATE VI. 
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PLATE VII. 



WORSHIP OF A BODHI TREE 

A bus-relief from the left-hand pillar of northern 
gateway at Sanchi (Central India). 

Time : c. 1st century B. C. 

Women sitting in front of the throne are clearly wearing 
the sari in the sakachchha fashion. 

See pp. 343, 349. 

t Copyright : Archa-ological Survey of India. ] 
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PLATE VIII 


B 



SOME FASHIONS OF COIFFUHE 
From sculptures at Bhuvaneshvar. 
Time : c. 10th century A. D. 

See pp. 336,301. 






